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Summary: Fragments of various days in the lives of the 
people of Weyard. 6:00am to 7:00am: Feizhi's morning 
madness. That poor girl... 


*Chapter 1*: 12:00am to 1:00am 


What Remains of the Day 
By Sora G. Silverwind 


Summary: Fragments of various days in the lives of 
the people of Weyard. 


Rating: PG-13 to be on the safe side. 





Author's notes: Inspired by 24, although I've never 
watched the show. I was just alerted to it by Kali, 
who'd suggested it be interesting to see a 24-style 
HP fic. So I ran with the idea for the GS world and 
modified it to my own whims—vignettes from random 
days at random times in Weyard. 


Disclaimer: Camelot owns Golden Sun. Yei for them. 


Special thanks to: Kali, solitary nights (and days) in 
the dorm, and Arizona green tea. 


O-O-O 
12:00am-1:00am 


Outside of a house in the town of Kolima, Isaac switches 
sleeping sides for the umpteenth time that night. 


He can't sleep. 


His affinity to the earth element doesn't allow him a 
moment's rest in this troubled land. 


For it allows him to hear the tormented pleas of the nature 
spirits. 


It hurts... it hurts... 

We are dying... 

Help us, please! 

They will die along with the forest! 
We are thirsty... 

You are our only hope! 

They will pay for their crimes! 
DON'T LEAVE US HERE! 


He groans and turns his head slightly, trying to find a 
comfortable position against the giant root of the tree- 
turned-house. 


He tries to drown out the cries. 
They only become more insistent. 
The words congeal into incomprehensibility. 


I'll help you, he promises silently, clenching his eyes shut. / 
WILL help you! Just let me get some sleep! 


You are our last... chance... 
"Nnngh..." Isaac sits up and rubs his eyes. 


The town is softly dark around him, save for the pale light of 
the waning crescent moon. 


He twists around and cracks his spine. 


He re-folds his yellow scarf—his makeshift pillow for the 
night. 


Then he lays his head back on it. 
He gazes blankly at the indigo sky. 


The voices are of the forest are muted now that he has 
crossed back into the world of conscious thought. 


Isaac sighs. 

"I'll help you," he whispers. "I promise that." 
A night wind whistles. 

He gets to his feet and stretches. 


After wobbling about for a bit, still caught in the wisps of 
pseudo-sleep, Isaac begins to walk. 


His feet take him past the two child-trees in the center of 
town... 


Past Ivan snoozing next to a lumber pile... 
And to the west entrance of Kolima. 
He sits down on a tree stump and looks out. 


The shadows of the trees surrounding the town blend in with 
the dark, feathery silhouette of Kolima Forest on the horizon. 


The worn dirt path before him slithers into the night. 


Though he knows of the evil that currently resides in the 
heart of the forest...though he cannot ignore the entreaties 
of the spirits of the land... Isaac feels at ease. 


With the trees surrounding the town, it's almost as if Kolima 
is eternally in the embrace of Mother Earth. 


He is calm. 
Tranquil. 


The burden of the journey has not yet fully caught up to 
him. 


And so he hopes. 
He hopes... 


"Whoah, you're not sleeping after all that walking we just 
did?" 


Isaac jumps to attention. 
Garet appears out of the trees, eyes half-closed. 


Isaac raises an eyebrow. "And how come you're not 
sleeping?" 


"Nuh-uh, | asked you the question first, so you have to 
answer it!" 


Isaac rolls his eyes. "Too loud," he says. "I keep on hearing 
the trees talking." 


Garet snorts and takes a seat behind Isaac on the stump, 
sitting back-to-back with him. "I told you this place was a 
creepfest. We should've stayed in the fields." 


"And wake up to the stomach lining of a monster the next 
morning? | don't think so. At least this place is enclosed—it's 
Safer here." 


"Yeah, but if you can't sleep, what's the point?" Garet yawns. 
"Maybe it would've been better if we'd stayed in Bilibin for 
the rest of the day." 


Isaac shakes his head. "We gotta keep moving the best we 
can. We can't let Saturos and Menardi get too far ahead. And 
who knows how much distance they have on us. We've got 
to push ourselves to close the gap." 


A pause. 

"...do you think he'll be all right?" 

"Hmm?" 

“Ivan. Do you think he'll be okay traveling with us?" 


Isaac looks over his shoulder. Ivan's still sleeping on the 
grass, curled up like a cat. "I think he'll be fine," he says. "I 
mean, sure, he's small, but his storm powers are amazing. 
I've never seen anything like them. He'll be a great help." 


"But he just seems so... you know..." Garet mimes breaking a 
twig in half with both of his hands. "He was ready to fall 
asleep the instant we got here. He seemed to really be 
struggling to keep up with us. | don't think he's used to so 
much walking or fighting. Don't get me wrong," he hastily 
adds. "It's not like I'm trying to get rid of him. Fact is, | think 
he's pretty cool, if a bit on the wimpy side. But... he's 
probably going to slow us down. Like you said, we need to 
keep moving. Will he be able to keep up? And what about 
his master person? He's going to want to save him sooner or 
later, and we won't know how much time that'll take." 


Isaac runs a hand through his hair. He glances at Kolima 
Forest in the distance. "I...| don't know," he says. "I know 


what you're saying, and I've thought about it a little, myself. 
But I think that the more help we have with us, the better." 


"We're going to have to take the slack for him in battle, you 
know. You remember the last fight against those zombies 
today? We may as well have cracked his skull open and 
dangled his brain in front of them! 'Here, zombie, zombie! 
That's a good undead maniac!'" 


"Garet!" 


"I'm serious! Did you see the way they went after him? He's 
living, breathing, monster bait! And he doesn't have a lot of 
stamina. Every time I see the little guy after a fight or when 
the day's over, it looks like he's ready to fall to pieces." 


"So you're saying he's a liability." 
"Well... yeah." 


Isaac sighs. "Listen, | don't like the idea of getting more 
people involved in this than | have to," he begins, tracing 
the ring outlines on the tree stump. "They'll end up as 
liabilities for us, like you just said about Ivan. But wouldn't 
you say that we're both liabilities to each other, too?" 


"But we're friends!" 

"And Ivan's not?" 

"Well, | mean..." 

"Garet, why did we take on this quest in the first place?" 
“Because the Elemental Stars got stolen." 


"Why'd they get stolen? 


“Because two weird freaks thought it'd be a swell thing to 
do." 


"That too. But..they'd never gotten through to the inner 
sanctum if we hadn't disabled the trap mechanism. Do you 
get what I'm saying?" 


".. not really." 


"It's responsibility, Garet. We hold responsibility for what just 
happened with Mt. Aleph and the Elemental Stars. That's 
what this is all about. Whatever falls into our hands, we'll 
take responsibility for the consequences of our involvement, 
even if it's just a tiny part. Ivan... no, all three of us... are 
things we need to be responsible for, whether it be that Ivan 
can't defend himself, or if | make a bad decision, or if you 
get sick 'cause you ate some poisonous forest mushrooms." 


"Hey! That was below the belt, you jerk!" 
Isaac snickers. 


Garet elbows him in the ribs. "You had to get all smart on 
me, didn't you?" 


"Heh... I've just had too much time to think at night, that's 
all." 


"Pfft... say." 

The conversation falls quiet for a few moments. 
Crickets chirp amongst the grass. 

"Hey, Isaac?" 


"Yeah?" 


"What do you hear, exactly? When you say you hear the 
trees talking... what do they talk about?" 


Isaac thinks this over for a moment. "Well, the ones here are 
upset over what's been going on with the lumberjacks and 
such. They...they keep on asking me to save them. And 
they're crying..." 


"Crying?" 


"| don't know how else to describe it. It..." Isaac again 
hesitates. "They're unhappy, to say the least, but I think it 
goes deeper than that." 


"Not to be mean or anything, but you can't, like...block them 
out?" 


"I don't hear them as much if I'm awake. Must be some sort 
of subconscious connection or something." 


"Did you hear them before?" 
"Only occasionally, and it wasn't as clear as it is now." 


Garet adjusts his position to face Isaac. "Do you think that 
you hearing the trees is a result of Mt. Aleph erupting and all 
that?" he asks. 


Isaac shrugs. "I don't know. | just know that I hear them...and 
they need help. And because | can hear them, | can't just 
ignore them. | need to help them." 


"Correction," Garet says, smirking. "We need to help them. 
After all, we're in this together, aren't we? You and me and 
the wimp? So we've got to stick together— we've got to look 
out for each other." 


"Yeah." Isaac smiles. "We're stuck together, for now." 
The two friends look at each other. 
They snort a laugh. 


“Remember how we couldn't stand being in the same room 
with each other before?" Garet asks. 


"Oh, man," Isaac says, shaking his head. "You used me as 
your practice dummy to ‘refine your fighting technique’ like 
the Knight of the Sun supposedly did in all those stories 
your mom used to tell you." 


"Well, it worked, didn't it?" 


"Yeah, like a rusty door works—gets the job done, but it's 
loud, annoying, and painful." 


Garet swats at Isaac's head, but Isaac's quick enough to 
duck. "Let me ask you something else," Isaac continues, 
laughing. "Is lvan my replacement as your ragdoll?" 


Garet promptly shoves Isaac off the tree stump. "You know," 
he says, a corner of his mouth twitching, "if all you're going 
to do this entire night is take potshots at me, then I'm 
heading back to sleep. You oughta get some shuteye, 
yourself, if you want to start out bright and early tomorrow." 


Garet starts to walk away— 


"Hey, you never told me why you were up at this time of 
night." 


"Ahh..." Garet sheepishly scratches the back of his head. "I 
had to go relieve myself from those mushrooms | ate earlier." 


O-O-O 


Later... 
Isaac still lies awake. 


His eyes are closed, but his mouth is half-open as he fights a 
mental battle with insomnia. 


Garet, meanwhile, snoozes happily on the other side of the 
massive tree root. 


Minutes pass. 


There's a quiet gasp from somewhere, followed by a panting 
fit. 


But Isaac doesn't notice. 

Another minute dies. 

Footsteps pad upon the grass. 

A timid presence kneels beside Isaac. 

Isaac's eyes pop open. 

Ivan stares back at him, hand slightly outstretched. 
"Ivan?" Isaac says groggIly. 


"S-sorry," Ivan stammers, looking embarrassed. "I just...y- 
you're...you're awake." A sigh. "And a-alive..." 


Isaac sits up suddenly. 
Ivan's face is a mask of terror. 


"Ivan, what's wrong?" Isaac asks, concerned. 


Ivan is paralyzed for a moment. "N-nothing!" he stammers. 
"It's just...no, it's nothing. Is Garet all right?" 


"He should be fine." Isaac takes a peek over his shoulder. 
"Yep, snoring like a lion. He's dandy. What's going on, 
seriously? Something's got you spooked." 


Ivan looks down and bites his lip. "It's f-fine." He fiddles with 
his hands. "Just...just be careful the next time we're in 
battle, okay?" 


Isaac is baffled. "We're always careful in battle. Why 
wouldn't we be?" 


"Then j-just be more careful, all right?" 


Isaac purses his lips and exhales through his nose. "Ivan, tell 
me what's bothering you." 


A pause. 


Ivan looks at Isaac hesitantly. "You...you won't think I'm 
crazy, or anything?" 


Isaac simpers. "Depends on what it is." He pats the grass 
next to him. "Whatever it is, though, | promise | won't laugh. 
Sit down." 


"A-all right." Ivan slowly settles himself on the ground, 
drawing a shaky breath as he does so. "I...| had a 
nightmare," he begins. "About y-you and Garet 
dying...because | killed you g-guys..." 


Isaac blinks. "But that's just—" 


"No, please, hear me out!" Ivan insists. "My dreams come 
true, sometimes! It's happened before! Like, once | dreamt 


that this one kid | usually saw playing in the Kalay 
marketplace would die, and he drowned a week later when 
the bridge over the river near Kalay broke. And then, when 
Hammet once lost his wedding ring, | dreamed about where 
it was, and when he checked there, it was there!" He calms 
himself down. "I dream about people and places that | don't 
see until later. | may have even dreamed about this quest 
before, though if | have, | don't remember many of the 
details." 


"So when you dreamed that me and Garet died, you got 
scared that we had?" 


Ivan nods. "I'd killed you two...because | couldn't control my 
powers properly," he explains softly. He hugs his knees. 
"After | woke up, | thought maybe because of that whole 
thing with the falling sparkles and the hidden reserves of 
Psynergy we talked about that maybe my Psynergy had 
somehow gone crazy while | was sleeping, and that I'd 
accidentally killed you and Garet..." He bows his head. "S- 
sorry...1 must sound so silly..." 


Isaac shakes his head. "It's all right," he says, patting Ivan's 
shoulder lightly. "Thanks for worrying about us. We're both 
okay, really. Unless Garet hasn't fully recovered from those 
mushrooms, that is." 


Ivan chuckles under his breath, but the laughter leaves his 
face as quickly as it came. "I can never tell which of my 
dreams will come true or not. And it really, really scares me." 


Isaac lies against the tree trunk. "I'm sorry...| don't know 
what to tell you to make you feel better," he admits. "Just 
that...| don't believe you'll do anything like you did in the 
dream." 


"| won't?" 


"You haven't given us any reason to believe that." 
"R-really?" 


"Really." Isaac smiles reassuringly. "You're doing great. It's 
not that hard to use Psynergy, really, once you get the hang 
of it. Actually, | think it's harder to lose control of Psynergy 
than to not. I've never had any problems with my powers 
going haywire, and neither has Garet. And if Garet has never 
lost control, then that should say something." 


"Mars Awakened, Isaac, you just can't resist, can you?" Garet 
mumbles sleepily from the other side. 


Ivan grins. 
Isaac snickers. "It's for a good cause." 


"So, like..." Ivan fidgets with his hands again. "You're not s- 
scared of me, or anything like that? Of what | could possibly 
do?" 


"No, not at all." 


"Ivan, rabbits are scarier than you," comes Garet's amused 
reply. 


Ivan blinks. 


"Dude, | thought you were sleeping," Isaac says, throwing a 
dubious glance Garet's way. 


A yawn. "So did I," Garet murmurs. "So did I..." 


Isaac rolls his eyes and turns his attention back to Ivan. 
"Don't worry about it too much," he says. "It's not that | 
think you're crazy for getting worked up over a dream, but 
that...| don't think there's much point to worry about 


something that we don't know for sure will happen, you get 
what I'm saying?" 


"Yeah, but..." 
"Ivan." 
The firm tone of Isaac's voice causes lvan to look up. 


"You're not a burden to us. You're not a...a liability. You're a 
friend." 


Ivan stares at him. 
Isaac smiles. 
Silence. 


"A friend..." Ivan whispers. He laughs. "I need to get used to 
that idea." 


Isaac gives him a quizzical glance. 


Ivan shakes his head. "Nothing. Isaac, do you believe in 
ghosts?" 


"Er?" 
"Just like | asked. Do you believe in ghosts?" 
"Why?" 


"Because...because | get the creeps in this area. Chills and 
things like that." 


"Aww...we've got a chicken in our group!" 


"N-no! I'm just asking Isaac if he believes in ghosts!" 


"Bawk bawk bawk! If you're a chicken, I'm roasting you for 
dinner tomorrow! Mwahaha!" 


"Garet, you were a lot more helpful when you were 
sleeping." 


"You know you missed me." 

"It's kind of hard to with your size." 

"Oooh...he got you..." 

"Okay, that's it! You'll be the appetizer to Ivan's main dish!" 


"What? I'm just an appetizer? | deserve a better place than 
that! And here | thought | was your best friend!" 


"'Was' is the key word." 

"Yeah, well, bring it on!" 

"Ladies first!" 

"You asked for it! RAAAAAAUGH— augggh!" 
"What's the matter?" 
"Ugghhh...craaaaaampsss..." 


"Sheesh, even with an upset stomach, you still had an 
appetite for me and Ivan? Tsk, tsk." 


"Awww, shaddup, will you? Can't you see I'm in agony over 
here? Ow ow ow!" 


"Psh. You'll be fine in the morning." 


"I'm touched by your concern." 


"That's what friends are for." 
"Keep smiling, buddy, keep smiling." 


"It's hard not to with the way your hair looks right after you 
wake up. OW! You didn't have to hit me so hard!" 


"Someday...someday...I'm going to get you back for all those 
jokes." 


"No, you won't. You'll forget about it. There's too many jokes 
to keep track of." 


"If | weren't doubled over in total pain right now..." 
"Hehehe." 

"Hey." 

"What?" 

"Ivan." 

"What about him?" 

A pause. 

Isaac and Garet look over at Ivan. 


The boy's slumped against the tree trunk, his head tilted to 
one side in reverie. 


Isaac and Garet look at each other. 
Then back at Ivan. 


Ivan's head slides down...down...down... 


FWUMP! 


Before it hits the ground, it lands on a folded-up yellow 
scarf, courtesy of Isaac's quick reflexes. 


Garet raises an eyebrow. 
Isaac smirks back at him. "Just looking out for a friend." 


"You're a quick learner," is Garet's response. 


*Chapter 2*: 1:00am to 2:00am 


1:00am-2:00am 
Alex waits patiently on the cool Imilian shore. 


He wears the pale blue flowing robes of the Mercury Clan's 
obleikova. 


His long hair is pulled back into a low ponytail with a silver 
clasp shaped like the symbol of Mercury. 


He breathes in the slightly salty north wind. 
„he smiles. 
"Hello, Mia." 


Mia—who's standing behind Alex with outstretched hands 
ready to scare him to attention—frowns. "How do you always 
know when I'm here?" she demands, putting her hands on 
her hips. 


“How could I not?" Alex responds, gathering Mia into his 
arms. "It would be a sin to be ignorant of a divine presence 
like yourself." 


Mia giggles and snuggles against him. "Flattery will only get 
you so far," she says. 


"Perhaps, but it's gotten me far enough." Alex kisses the top 
of Mia's head. "You're a little late." 


"I'm well aware of that," Mia retorts. "You owe me, Alex. | 
very nearly got caught by Vlaria Nastasya while trying to get 
out here." 


"That old hag? Well, anyway, it's not my fault if you don't 
have the same talent for secrecy that | do." 


Mia tugs on Alex's hair. "Are we going to go to that place or 
not?" 


"Of course." Alex kisses Mia's cheek before releasing her. 
"Let's go. We can borrow my family boat." 


O-O-O 
The ocean laps gently against the small wooden craft. 
Bright beams of a full moon sparkle on the rippled surface. 


Mia's arm is draped over the side of the boat, her delicate 
fingers trailing in the water as Alex rows. "So," she says, 
"just where are we going?" 


"It's a small island not too far from here, but it's far enough 
to escape common notice. l'm not entirely sure of what it is 
—lI happened upon it one day while trying to catch supper 
for Grandma and Grandpa. | checked the scrolls in the 
sanctum's open archives to see if they said anything about 
such a place, but I didn't find anything." A pause. "So...l 
looked elsewhere." 


Mia sits up suddenly in horror, rocking the boat. "Not the 
forbidden scrolls!" 


Alex gives her an innocent glance. "Where else would I be 
looking, if not in the open archives?" 


"You know we're not supposed to go in there unless a 
superior gives us permission," she says, glaring at him. 


Alex doesn't even blink. "I know. That's why | told Viare 
Tonias that you'd sent me there to look up the properties of 
the Ten Condemned Elixirs, in order that | may better 
understand what my job would be as a Clan healer. 
Remember, you have oble/ka status." 


Mia gapes at him. 
Alex's face is blank, but his eyes glitter with mischief. 


Mia sits back and sighs. "I haven't any idea what to do with 
you, Alexos." 


"What's this? Lapsing into my birth name?" He laughs. "I'm 
offended. Should I just call you ob/eika from now on, both in 
and out of the sanctum?" 


Mia doesn't respond to this. "Did you have any luck with 
those other scrolls?" she asks, a certain annoyance to her 
voice. 


"A little bit. There was a legend that Hermes Trismegistus 
lived on an unnamed island near here for 100 years to 
meditate on the significance of the water element. Once he 
was finished with his meditation, he remained there for 
another 20 years to write a series of treatises and works on 
the alchemical power and properties of water, like the Aqua 
Vitae and Aqua Regis and such." 


"I've heard about those. But they've never been found, have 
they?" 


"No. The only evidence, if you can call it that, of their 
existence is the word of historians and other alchemists." 


"Is that all you found out?" 


"Well, apparently the island's also the place where Hermes 
figured out the formula for the healing water that used to 
flow from the lighthouse. There aren't any hard and clear 
facts, though." 


"That's strange..." Mia murmurs. "Why doesn't anyone know 
about this place if has so much significance?" 


"Who's to say that no one knows?" 


Mia crosses her arms. "What are you implying?" she asks, 
glaring at him again. 


“Nothing at all. I'm merely suggesting a possibility." 
The rest of the ride passes under a tense silence. 
O-O-O 


Alex carefully brings the boat to a stop on the shore of the 
mysterious island. 


He lays the oars in the boat, and then helps Mia to her feet. 
The two set out northward. 
They reach an entrance carved out of a large rock. 


"This way," Alex says. "Watch out—the doorway's a little 
low." He holds out a hand. 


Mia ducks and takes it. 
Together, they journey into the darkness. 
Side-by-side. 


A perfect pair. 


For now. 


"Are you sure this is okay?" Mia asks, clutching Alex's 
fingers. "We don't have a torch." 


"We won't need one," Alex replies. 

And he's right. 

Soon, a warm glow appears at the end of their path. 

They step out. 

They're in a small, square-shaped cave, with a low ceiling. 


The sandy floor, previously undisturbed, easily accepts their 
footprints. 


Small alchemical flames burn eternally at regular intervals 
on the walls on either side of them. 


Mia looks around. "Nice place to meditate for a century," she 
remarks. 


Alex snorts. "That was my reaction, too." He places a hand 
on the wall. "It's easy to see why this was forgotten from 
major history. So plain, so ordinary...so empty." 


"This...can't be all there is." 
"Hmm?" 


Mia closes her eyes. "Don't you feel it? The pure power of 
Mercury pulsing through here?" 


"Ah!" Alex smiles. "So | wasn't crazy. Do you suppose it's the 
remnants of Hermes' alchemical work?" 


"No." Mia shakes her head. "The power is a/ive here. It's 
fresh. Like...like it's the blood flowing through the heart of 
this cave. But | can't figure out the source." 


"It feels like it's just coming from everywhere at once." 
"Yeah." 
Silence. 


Alex holds an elbow with one hand and rests his chin in his 
other hand. He paces back and forth. 


Mia walks the perimeter of the cave, studying it as much as 
she can. 


Outside, the waters churn softly. 

The alchemical flames continue to glow. 
"wait." 

Mia's head turns. 

Alex has stopped in front of one of the walls. 
"What is it?" she asks. 


"The sand." He taps the ground beneath him. "It feels 
slightly thinner and firmer over here." 


They look at each other. 


Mia rushes over to join Alex in sweeping away at the sand 
with the tips of their boots. 


Beneath it lies... 


"A stone plaque," Mia breathes, kneeling. 


"In old Imilian...'Milarich'," Alex adds. He crouches to get a 
better look. "And very badly written Milarich, if | do say so 
myself." 


"Oh, of course you would be the expert on bad handwriting." 


Alex grabs Mia's sleeve and tugs her over to kiss her on the 
nose. "You're too kind to me." 


Mia swats at him. "Will you stop doing things like that?" she 
sputters, blushing. 


Alex only smirks before turning his attention back to the 
plaque. He digs his fingernails into the niches of the rock, 
trying to scrape out the excess sand from the inscriptions. "I 
can't make out anything here," he complains. "If Hermes 
wrote this, then he has a horrible hand. Even if we had his 
writings, it'd be a wonder if anyone could decipher it." 


Mia rolls her eyes. "It's not that bad. You're just blocking 
most of the firelight." She gently pushes him aside to allow 
more light to illuminate the ancient letters. "Hmm..." 


Alex waits. 


"That first line..." Mia rubs her finger over the words. 
"Chaykov ij vilamintch ij praszhna rhetoskh...that's 'brood of 
the water's womb.' Then after that...takivskaijar a vaz: 'the 
birthright is yours.'" She continues to translate. "'No one 
alone can enter. Retreat within thyself and honor thy 
blood.'" 


Alex nods. "A riddle, eh?" 


"Looks like it. Any ideas?" 


"Brood of the water's womb' probably refers to those of the 
Clan—that's a pretty easy one to guess." Alex tucks a stray 
piece of hair behind his ear. "Members of the Clan have 
something to gain here, it seems. How does the rest of it 
go?" 


"No one alone can enter. Retreat within thyself and honor 
thy blood.'" 


Alex stands up. 
He gazes thoughtfully at the worn stone. 


Mia glances at him...then at the plaque...then back at him. 
"One person isn't enough to open the way," she says 
suddenly. "'No one alone can enter.' And the word that | 
translated as 'thyself' is vazkhanithat's the formal plural 
form of 'you' in Milarich. That means he assumes that more 
than one person will be here." 


"Makes enough sense." Alex exhales. "Nicely done. What 
about the last part?" 


Mia shrugs. 


Alex presses his back against the wall and slides down to the 
ground. "Retreat within thyself...and honor thy blood..." he 
repeats. "Retreat within thyself and honor thy blood..." 


His eyes fall upon the carved letters. 
A long pause. 


"Mia, what's the word he uses for 'blood'? | can't see it well 
from here." 


"Mijroshk." 


"Doesn't that also refer to ancestors, or predecessors?" 
"Sometimes, depending on the context." 


"Then...to 'retreat within ourselves' and 'honor our 
ancestors’..." 


Mia's eyes widen. "Of course! The power of P/y! That's the 
way to enter whatever Hermes is talking about." 


“But where?" Alex gestures. "There doesn't seem to be any 
particular place for us to channel our power." 


"Why not right here? If that doesn't work, then we'll figure 
something else out." 


Alex nods. 
He stands up and joins Mia in front of the plaque. 
They hold out their hands. 


A mystical blue light surrounds them as they summon their 
powers. 


"Ply," they whisper together. 
Mia and Alex squint as their powers flare up. 
A magical wind swirls around them. 


Archaic symbols suddenly light up on the walls, as though 
illuminated by the Psynergy. 


Intricate designs snake across the floor and on the ceiling. 


The cave begins to shake violently. 


The stone plaque shines brightly before shattering to dust. 
SHRASH! 


In the center of the floor, a circular glyph materializes in a 
brief flash of light before vanishing. 


The ground where the glyph was begins to cave in. 


“Watch out!" Alex yells, grabbing Mia's arm and pulling her 
back with him to avoid being caught in the collapse. 


As the quaking dissipates, the sand in the middle drains 
away to reveal a long, spiraling staircase downwards. 


Both Alex and Mia stare at the newly uncovered passageway. 
They're clinging to each other, trying to catch their breaths. 
Mia is the first to speak. "S-shall we?" 

Alex hugs her. 

They descend the staircase. 


Though they're now underground, the air only becomes 
sweeter and more refreshing the deeper they go. 


At the bottom of the stairs is a wooden door with a silver 
handle. 


Alex grabs the handle, turns it, and pushes. 
CR-REAK! 
He and Mia stand at the threshold of a virtual temple. 


The place is spacious and rectangular. 


The walls and floor are white marble, with an inherent 
magical radiance. 


Fluted columns of pale cerulean crystal line the walls, the 
ocean waters rushing through their centers. 


The candles attached to the columns burn with a white 
flame. 


Tiny crystal orbs on fine silver chains dangle from the 
curved ceiling like suspended drops of water. 


The same symbols and designs that appeared in the cave 
are inlaid in polished silver on the walls and across the floor. 


On the far end of the room is a marble pedestal topped with 
a pyramid of twelve scrolls. 


"This place..." Mia says in wonder. "It's almost pure Mercury 
power." 


Alex runs up to the pedestal, followed closely by Mia. He 
snatches the topmost scroll from it, unrolls it...and then 
laughs. "Look at this!" he exclaims. "Look!" 


Mia peers over his shoulder. Her mouth drops. "That's..." 


"The one and only original Aqua Regis—'water of the kings'," 
Alex declares. "It explains how to use the alchemical powers 
of water in the transmutation of base metal into gold." He 
rolls up the parchment, hands it to Mia, and takes another 
one to peruse. "And this is...oh, I've never heard of this one 
before, the Aqua Naturae...but this looks more like a guide to 
meditation using water as a metaphor...and 
then...hmm...these scrolls describe water's relationship with 
the other three elements..." 


"Oh! The Mercurium Trinity!" 


"Exactly." Alex picks up a particularly large scroll. "This is 
amazing...!| can't believe this! These are all original Hermetic 
scripts—and they're all about the water element! Why 
wouldn't they even be in the forbidden archives back at the 
sanctum?" 


Mia gives him a strange look. "You're assuming that 
someone's been here before to see this." 


"There's no way that a place with such a legend surrounding 
it would have gone unexplored for so long, especially not 
with the immense amount of energy flowing through here." 
An awestruck look crosses Alex's face as he reads through 
the scroll he's just opened. "By Neptune's crown..." 


"Alex?" Mia asks timidly. 


He turns to Mia, eyes wide with glee. "This is absolutely 
incredible! I just can't imagine...do you have any idea what 
this is?" 


Mia shakes her head slowly. 


Alex grins. "It's the original scroll detailing the changeability 
of elemental qualities." 


Mia gasps. She drops the scrolls she's holding. "No! That's 
one of the most forbidden knowledges of the alchemic 
occult!" 


"It's brilliant..." mutters Alex, seemingly heedless of Mia's 
warnings. "To think that by simply manipulating the 
qualities of an element—to change the cold wetness of 
water into the hot dryness of fire—we can control whatever 
element we choose, and not just water. The possibilities are 


endless! It looks difficult, but the important thing is that it 
can be done." 


"Alex, we should leave," Mia urges. "This is an archive of 
knowledge that brought the world to its knees before 
alchemy was sealed! Things like these are precisely why 
alchemy was destroying Weyard back then!" 


"But you yourself said that one can learn something from 
any kind of knowledge." Alex's eyes are focused on the 
parchment. "As your student, | am merely following your 
teachings." 


"What you learn from a knowledge doesn't necessarily have 
anything to do with the content of the knowledge!" 


Alex glances up from his reading. 
Mia's biting her lip. 

Her hands are clenched. 

She looks like she's ready to cry. 


Alarmed, Alex gently sets the scroll down. "Mia, what in—? 
What are you so scared of?" 


"You!" 

Alex freezes. 

Mia gazes at him sadly. 
A pause. 


Alex looks away. 


Mia gulps before going on. "Gods...the look on your 
face...wh-when you Saw all this..." Her voice shakes. "It was 
just so...So..." 


Alex closes his eyes. "Oh, Mia." He brings her close to him 
once again. "Aren't you amazed by what we've just 
discovered? This is a sacred haven! And to have found the 
Original scripts of Hermes when they've been thought a 
mere fairy tale is beyond words!" 


"l-it's dangerous," Mia whispers, leaning into him. "It's things 
like that that nearly destroyed Weyard before the 


lighthouses were extinguished. Once we figure out the 
things we can control...we lose control of everything." 


Alex sighs. He rests his chin on the top of her head. "You 
shouldn't worry so much," he says. "I'm just stunned by all 
this, that's all. Surely you're surprised, too?" 


Mia nods into his chest. 


"Then you know how | felt when I read those scrolls. It wasn't 
because | had a sudden urge to destroy the world or 
anything—it was just pure wonder at the lost knowledge." 


"| guess...th-that makes sense..." 

Alex suddenly lowers his head to kiss Mia on the lips. 
Startled at first, Mia eventually settles into the caress. 
Her arms wrap around his waist. 

They remain so for a few precious moments. 


Alex breaks the kiss and presses his forehead against hers. 
"Am | truly such a depraved person that you'd need to be 


worried about the things | learn?" he asks her quietly. 


"N-no." Mia reaches up to put her arms around his neck. "No, 
not at all. | just...maybe I'm being paranoid." 


"I think you're doing your duty as my obleika." 


"Was that sarcasm? Because if that was, some discipline is 
going to be in order during lessons tomorrow." 


Alex laughs. "Whatever happened to the way of peace and 
harmony?" he says, pulling Mia in for an even deeper kiss 
than before. 


"Mmmph!" Once again, Mia's caught by surprise. 
But she eases into the flow, returning the kiss. 


Alex's hands cup Mia's face, his thumbs caressing her 
cheeks. 


Slowly...his hands slide down to her neck. 
Then they slither down her shoulders. 
Her arms. 

Mia's breath catches in her throat. 

She shivers with pleasure and sighs. 
Alex smiles. 

One arm hooks around Mia's waist. 


The other arm reaches up and begins to delicately trace a 
line down the middle of her back. 


Mia stiffens a little. 

His hands move to her hips, massaging them. 

Mia's blushing furiously now. "Alex...?" 

Alex leans over and takes her earlobe into his mouth. 


Mia's eyes widen, and she jerks away. "Alex, wh-what are 
you doing?" she demands, her face bright red. 


Alex only quirks an eyebrow. "Was that your bad ear?" he 
asks. 


Mia turns away, hugging herself loosely. 


The amusement leaves Alex's face. He takes a step back, 
hands behind his back. "I'm sorry," he says contritely. "I 
went too far, didn't I?" 


Mia shakes her head, still not looking at him. "N-no, it's not 
that." She laughs. "Just...this is sort of a w-weird place to do 
that sort of thing, you know?" 


"Mia, if you're bothered by things like that, please just tell 
me—" 


"I told you, it's not that!" Her shoulders heave with a long 
sigh. "I wanted it, | really did." 


Alex blinks. "Then what's wrong?" 
A silence. 


",.A-Alex...are you aware of the Clan's doctrine on 
relationships?" 


"Not particularly." 


"Th-they don't allow...for romance...once you become part of 
the viarii..." 


"But you're an obleika." 


Mia finally faces him again. "To become a viaria of the Clan is 
a very possible path for me," she says. "And it is one I've 
wanted to take ever since | was little." 


The implications of her words sink in. 
Alex stares at her with something akin to heartbreak. 


"Oh, Alex," Mia whispers. "Please don't look at me like 
that..." 


"So that's what it is." He grasps her hands. "Choosing 
between me and your life path." 


Mia sighs. "I don't know what I want anymore." She hugs him 
again. "Well, that's a lie, | Know what | want—|! want you. 
And | want to be a priestess, too. But..." 


"You can't have both," Alex finishes for her. 
Mia nods sadly. 


Alex holds her tightly. "I can't stop you from doing whatever 
you want," he says. "But I'll support you no matter what 
decision you make." 


"I know." Mia clings to his robes. "I just wish | knew what 
would be the best choice for me to make..." 


"Will you have to decide soon?" 


"No, but the training takes a long time." 


Alex closes his eyes and buries his face in her hair. 
"Maybe...it might be best if we simply broke this off now..." 


"No!" 


Mia's exclamation startles Alex so much that he pulls away 
from her. 


"Alex, no." A tear runs down her face as she looks up at him. 
“Please d-don't say that. If | have to leave you in the 
future...then let me enjoy the time | have left with you." 


Alex gathers up his sleeve and wipes Mia's cheek with it. "If 
that is what you choose," he says, "then so be it." 


Mia takes his hand and presses it to her face. Her eyes close, 
and she leans her head into his palm. 


"P-perhaps we really should go," Alex murmurs. "It's getting 
late, and...and | think you need to rest." 


"Alex, | love you." 
",..L love you too, Mia." 


The two pick up the scrolls from the ground and return them 
to their rightful place on the pedestal. 


Then, hand-in-hand, Alex and Mia turn around and exit the 
sanctuary. 


The door closes behind them. 
And all is as it was before they came. 


Except... 


Where there were once twelve scrolls...there are now only 
ten. 


*Chapter 3*: 2:00am to 3:00am 


2:00am-3:00am 


The hushed whispers of steady rainfall from outside 
permeate the cool, still air in the cavern bedroom. 


Four-year-old Eoleo lies on his bed in said bedroom, 
cocooned in a light linen blanket. 


His carved wooden toys and assorted playthings are 
scattered randomly across the floor around him. 


Brown eyes barely peer out from behind a curtain of flaming 
red hair. 


Eoleo stares a moment into the dimness. 


With a rustle of fabric, his hand emerges from under the 
covers. 


The fingers extend. 
His eyes briefly flash golden. 


A particularly ratty stuffed shark floats up from the 
ground...hovers...and zooms into his waiting palm. 


His fingers curl around the well-loved toy. 
A sharp crack of thunder rattles the walls. 


Eoleo clutches the shark and hugs it to his chest, hiding 
under his blanket again and curling up even tighter. 


He clenches his eyes shut. 


The rain continues to fall. 
...Eoleo sits up. 


He swings his legs over the bed, sending the blanket 
fluttering to the floor. 


He toddles to the other side of the room, to another bed. 
He stands by the bed for a moment, tentative. 


The shark swings from his hand by its tail, its cottony 
stuffing bleeding out from between the stitches of the fabric. 


"Mommy?" Eoleo asks quietly. 
No answer. 
"Mommy? Mommy, wake up!" 


The sleeping form of Chaucha slowly unfurls as she yawns 
and stretches before rolling over to face her son. One eye 
slides open, then the other. "Mmm? What is it, dear?" 


Eoleo grasps the bedsheets. "I'm scared," he whimpers. 
"Of what?" 

CRR-ACCK! 

Eoleo yelps and jumps into the bed, clinging to his mother. 


Chaucha sits up and puts her arms around him. "Oh, 
sweetie," she says, "there's nothing to be afraid of! It's just 
the smith god Mun-Hethra making weapons for all the other 
gods so they can protect us from the bad things in the 
world." 


"It's loud." 


"It's not much different from when you play with the metal 
drum of yours, you know." Chaucha laughs, her voice light 
and airy. "Actually, | think sometimes you're louder than 
thunder ever could be." 


Eoleo doesn't answer. 


Chaucha kisses his cheek. "It's all right. You can stay with 
me and your daddy until morning." 


"O-okay..." 


"Chau, what's going on?" comes Briggs' groggy voice from 
somewhere behind her. 


"It's nothing," Chaucha says. "Eoleo's just scared of the 
storm." 


"What?" Briggs sits up, rubs his eyes, and blinks at Eoleo. 
"My son, afraid of a little rain? Don't be ridiculous!" 


CRRR-AACK! 

Eoleo holds tighter to Chaucha, his tiny hands on her arms. 
Chaucha shoots Briggs a withering look. 

Briggs gulps. "O-okay...why's he so scared?" 


Chaucha nudges Eoleo gently. "Eo, tell your daddy why 
you're so scared." 


"Cause it's loud." 


"Is that all?" Briggs claps his hands in glee. "Well, now, 
that's easily fixed! All you've gotta do," he says, holding up 


an authoritative finger, "is plug your ears like this!" 


And Briggs sticks two fingers into his ears, his elbows 
sticking out to the sides like wings of a totem pole. 


Eoleo stares at Briggs. 

Briggs grins stupidly. 

A pause. 

CRRRRRR-AAAACCCKK! 

Another thunderclap, the loudest one yet, splits the silence. 
Father and son flinch at the same time. 


Chaucha rolls her eyes. "Honey, he can't very well sleep like 
that," she says. "And anyway, it doesn't seem to work all 
that well." 


Briggs simpers. "Okay, okay, so that wasn't the best idea 
I've ever had," he admits. "How about this, then: let's go 
play a game!" 


Chaucha arches an eyebrow. "At this time of night?" 


"Oh, come on, it'll be great! If he can't sleep, he might as 
well do something fun both to pass the time and to make 
him forget about the storm! We can play Pirates' War! You'd 
like that, wouldn't you, Eo?" 


",..we go play a game?" 


"Briggs, he's been staying up late for the past few nights 
already," Chaucha says sternly. "That's right, sweetie, don't 
think | didn't hear you playing with your stuffed animals 
under the covers or that | didn't see you sneaking out of bed 


to the food chest." She holds tightly but motherly to a 
wriggling Eoleo. "I don't want him to get into the habit of 
doing this. You know what they say: the less sleep you get, 
the less of your soul that comes back from the dream world. 
And if you lose enough sleep, you lose your soul." 


Briggs snorted. "Oh, and who told you that? Shura?" 


"No, but she's certainly claiming that I'm not taking care of 
her precious nephew properly. | wouldn't put it past her to 
claim that I'm sucking out Eoleo's soul. And of course, it's all 
my fault. Big brother Briggs possibly couldn't do anything 
wrong, could he?" 


Briggs frowns. "Fine, so we won't play a game. What do you 
suggest we do, then?" 


"I want to go to Obaba and see if she has any herbal 
remedies to induce sleep." 


Briggs' mouth drops open in a horrified 'O'. "Are you 
insane?" he screeches. "I'm not going to let a single drop of 
her so-called medicines get down Eo's throat, so help me 
Sekhu! Those things are poison, I'm telling you! Anyway, 
he's going to be a man and tough it out. Isn't that right, my 
boy?" 


"l'm hungry." 


"He's going to be a man," Chaucha shoots back, "but right 
now he's still a child, and he needs all the love and care that 
he can get." She pushes aside the bedcovers and slips her 
feet into some soft moccasins waiting by the side of the bed. 
She hoists Eoleo into her arms. "I'll see if there's something 
she can do." 


"Wait, wait, wait, you're going to see her now?" Briggs’ face 
is pale. "That's suicide!" 


"Well..." Chaucha turns to smirk over her shoulder as she 
heads for the door. "Eoleo's going to be a man and tough it 
out. Isn't that right, sweetie?" 


O-O-O 


"I still don't think this is a good idea," Briggs mutters as the 
three of them march down the dark cavern halls. 


"If you're so worried, then go back to bed," Chaucha says. "I 
may be a woman, but I'm strong enough to carry the lantern 
by myself. 


Briggs sighs and holds the lantern higher, illuminating their 
way. 


Eoleo clings to Chaucha's hand, looking down. 
Thunder continues to rumble. 

Briggs winces slightly. 

Eoleo wraps his arms around Chaucha's waist. 
Chaucha pats Eoleo on the head. 


They soon reach a curtain-covered entrance hewn into the 
stone wall. 


Chaucha carefully pushes aside the heavy curtain and walks 
into Obaba's bedroom. "Obaba?" she says softly. "Are you 
awake? Sorry to bother you, but I need to ask you about 
something. Hello?" 


Briggs follows in after her and looks around. "Hey..." he says, 
stopping in his tracks. "She's not here." 


Indeed, the bedroom is devoid of any human presence. The 
bed is neatly made, and the chairs are in their proper places 
at the table. Glass containers of varying shapes, sizes, and 
color line the walls on shelves carved into the rock. Hanging 
from the ceiling are two lanterns shaped like salamander 
heads, glowing orange with a magically sustained flame. 
There's no indication that anyone's been in it in the 
immediate past. 


Chaucha frowns. "| wonder where she could be this late at 
night?" 


Briggs lets out a relieved laugh. "Well, too bad for us!" He 
grins and turns around. "Guess we've no other choice but to 
play that game, then—" 


"Surely she must have something on these shelves 
somewhere..." 


Briggs looks over his shoulder to find Chaucha perusing the 
glass containers. "H-hey!" he stammers. "Don't mess around 
with that stuff! The last time | rummaged through those evil 
things, Granny smacked me with a bundle of starched river 
reeds! And when | say the last time, | mean 'the last time'!" 


"Oh, it'll be fine." Chaucha peers at some of the yellowed, 
peeling labels, some of which sport cheerfully morbid 
hieroglyphics. "I'll be careful not to spill anything, and when 
I'm done l'Il put it back in its rightful spot. Hold the lantern 
higher, please? | can't see what some of the labels say." 


Briggs grumbles and instead hands the lantern to Chaucha 
for her to use. "I still say we do this the natural way and tire 
the kid out." 


"Honey, this is a natural way too." Chaucha takes the lantern 
and holds it up closer to the shelves. "It's putting the gifts 
from the land spirits to good use." 


"If these are gifts," Briggs says, eyeing some of the darker 
bottles warily, "| want to return them." He heaves an 
impatient sigh and lets his gaze wander around the room, 
both out of boredom and out of fear of what his 
grandmother's apothecary held. "Whoah, there!" he 
suddenly exclaims, spotting Eoleo crawling around on top of 
Obaba's table. He quickly scoops the tot into his arms. "Not 
so fast," Briggs says, smiling. "You're not ready to scale the 
mountain heights just yet." 


Eoleo whimpers and reaches out with his hands. "I want the 
lady." 


In the center of the table stands a beautiful painted clay 
statue of the sea goddess Msim in a fairly provocative pose. 


Briggs looks at Eoleo, then at the table, then at Eoleo again. 
"No, Eo," he says, cracking up, "you can't have her yet. 
You're not old enough." He calls out to Chaucha. "Hey, Chau! 
Did you hear this kid? He's gonna be a skirt-chaser when he 
gets older, I'm telling you!" 


"That's not very funny," comes Chaucha's distracted 
response. She is still concentrating deeply on finding the 
sleeping potion. "Hmm, could this be it—'Draught of Shallow 
Death'?" 


"What!" Briggs scurries over to Chaucha. "You are not 
feeding Eo anything labeled with 'death,' you got it?" 


Chaucha sighs. "The labels aren't literal, you know." 


As Chaucha and Briggs bicker over the accuracy of potion 
labels, Eoleo is staring forlornly at the statue of Msim over 
his father's shoulder. 


He flails his arms around a little. 


The statue remains ever elusive on its pedestal, an 
unattainable prize. 


Eoleo slumps in Briggs' arms, seemingly defeated. 


"Just because you have no competence with the art of the 
apothecary doesn't mean that / don't know what I'm looking 
for." 


"| have competence enough to know that this is all cock's 
crock!" 


Eoleo's head suddenly pops up. 
He reaches out again, and his eyes glow gold. 


The statue of Msim wobbles slightly, then 
Slowly...angelically...floats up into the air. 


Eoleo attempts to guide the trinket to him with a calculated 
movement of his hand. 


"Geez, Chau, I'm not trying to make fun of your beliefs, 
okay?" Briggs insists. "I'm just asking you to think 
practically!" 


"Calling herbal remedies 'wussy whiskey for old biddies' isn't 
endearing me to your sentiments." 


Briggs sighs and turns around, adjusting Eoleo in his arms. 


The statue of Msim is still hovering in mid-air. 


Briggs freezes. 
Msim wiggles her hips. 


Briggs shakily points. "H-holy Mother Shanrada!" he 
screams, his knees caving in. 


"What?" Chaucha turns around. 
SHHRAAKKK'! 


Msim falls from grace and shatters into pieces upon the 
ground. 


Eoleo starts wailing. 
Briggs sweats with fright. 


"What in the world?" Chaucha abandons the vials she's been 
studying, placing the lantern on the table to go soothe 
Eoleo's tears. She takes him from Briggs and massages his 
back. "There, there, now, it's all right, Mommy's here..." 


"I want the lady!" Eoleo cries, reaching out his arms again. 
"Lady!" 


"Lady?" Chaucha then sees the shattered remains of Msim 
on the floor. "Oh, dear..." 


"Th-the darn thing was floating!" Briggs stutters, shaking. 
"Floating! Like it was possessed or something! And then it 
was there, and th-then it went crash! Chau, let's get out of 
here, | think Granny's got some of those fire freak spirit 
things of hers here and they don't like us!" He bites his nails. 
"Oh, man, she's going to kill us!" 


"Calm down." Chaucha, with Eoleo in tow, returns to the 
shelves and plucks a medium-sized, rectangular bottle from 


the masses. She tucks it in her pocket, then presses a kiss to 
the side of Eoleo's head. "I've got what | need. No need to 
worry—I can take the blame for whatever Obaba decides to 
do. You can claim that you were sleeping and didn't know 
what | was up to." 


Briggs gives Chaucha his umpteenth horrified look. "No way 
am | letting you martyr yourself in front of that harpy! /‘// 
take the blame and say it was my idea and that you didn't 
know any better. What kind of husband would | be if | didn't 
stand up for your mamerly instincts or whatever it's called?" 


"That's 'maternal' instincts." Chaucha smiles. "You're so 
selfless, sweetheart. That's why | fell in love with you in the 
first place." She pats a still-sobbing Eoleo on the back, then 
takes the lantern from the table. "Now let's put that potion 
to some use. After all, we don't want your martyrdom to be 
In vain." 


Briggs beams. He straightens up, as though accepting a 
medal of honor. 


Chaucha suddenly turns around. "Oh, would you mind 
sweeping up the pieces of that thing? | have to get some 
bloodberry juice from the ice room to mix with the potion so 
it's not so strong." 


And before Briggs can protest, Chaucha is gone. 


Briggs gazes at the fallen goddess at his feet, then at the 
room around him. 


The flickering flames of the salamander lamps throw leering 
Shadows on the wall. 


The potion bottles on the shelves seem ready to swarm him 
once darkness takes over. 


Briggs gulps. "Deathday, here | come," he whispers, and he 
gets down on his knees to pick up the pieces of the statue. 


O-O-O 


Back at their bedroom, Eoleo sits on his own bed, sniffling 
and swinging his feet back and forth. 


Chaucha is stationed at the table, trying to read the 
instructions on the bottle she borrowed from Obaba's 
shelves. A bottle of bloodberry juice, obtained from the ice 
room, stands patiently next to a clay mug. 


Briggs sits across from her, watching the muscles in her 
forehead contract as she strains to make sense of the 
scrawly handwriting. 


The light from the lantern threatens to die. 


Briggs quickly gets up and fetches a container of oil. He 
adds a single drop of oil to the lantern, successfully 
sustaining the flame for a little while longer. 


Chaucha smiles her thanks and continues to decipher the 
instructions on the bottle. 


The bottle label reads "The Gate of Dreams." 


Eoleo is rocking back and forth on the bed, trying to amuse 
himself while waiting. He decides to pick cave bugs out of 
his blanket. 


Meanwhile, the storm rages on outside. 


Chaucha hums an old Ankohlian folk tune as she reads...the 
only one that's survived from that lost era. "Obaba used 
really old Champan for this," she mutters to herself in 


between bars. "But it wouldn't be so bad if her handwriting 
didn't look like hen scratches..." 


"Say, Chau." 
"Hmm?" 


"Do you really believe that we lose a bit of our soul 
whenever we lose sleep?" 


Chaucha looks up to glare at Briggs. "| hope you're not 
looking for another chance to poke fun at me," she says. 


"I'm not!" Briggs says, holding his hands up in defense. "It's 
an honest question." 


Chaucha puts down the bottle and thinks for a moment. 
"Well... don't see why it wouldn't be possible," she 
concludes. "Haven't you seen how people act when they 
don't get enough sleep? They're absolutely lifeless! Either 
that or they're horrid monsters." 


Briggs laughs. "I get you," he says. "Shura's a living mummy 
if she doesn't get to sleep on time." 


"And it'd also explain why sleep-deprived people look so 
much like skulls, what with the dark circles under their eyes. 
If losing sleep doesn't suck out your soul, it's bad for you at 
the very least." 


Briggs taps his fingers on the table, recalling a strange 
memory. "Felix looked like that, you know," he says after a 
time. "Dark circles under his eyes, tired, lifeless, things like 
that. He was the living dead even when he fought. It was like 
there was something else driving him, 'cause he himself 
didn't have the will or energy to go on. Like he was 
possessed by something." 


Chaucha nods. "I was so surprised when | found out how 
young he was—he looked and acted much older." 


The lantern flames illuminate Briggs’ dark eyes. "I've seen 
his type of face on the older folk here...but never on a kid 
like him." He frowns in contemplation. "Why in Sekhu's 
name would he need to lose so much sleep?" 


"A hard life, perhaps," Chaucha says, measuring out a 
spoonful of the sleeping potion and then pouring it into the 
clay mug. She then takes the bottle of bloodberry juice and 
pours in three spoonfuls of the beverage. "Maybe he didn't 
have community support like we do, to tell him to take care 
of himself and get some sleep. Maybe he didn't have good 
sleeping potions to help him when his body wouldn't do it." 


"Maybe he never had a dad to play games with him to tire 
him out." 


Chaucha rolls her eyes good-naturedly. 


Briggs takes the potion bottle and looks at the label, then 
sets it back on the table. He can't really read. "D'you think 
you can ever regain the parts of your soul lost in the dream 
world when you don't get enough sleep?" 


Chaucha looks startled. "How would | know?" 


"Well, you're the one with the belief about the soul and 
sleep and stuff." 


"I only know what they say, really." Chaucha swirls the juice- 
potion mixture with her measuring spoon. 


"Who's ‘'they'?" 


"The older people here. They've lived out their lives, had 
experiences...if they say something, they should know what 
they're talking about, right? That's why | try to listen to their 
advice." 


Briggs shrugs. 


Chaucha clinks the spoon on the mouth of the mug to get 
the last drops of liquid out. "Maybe we could ask Obaba 
about that. She would know whether you could recover, 
probably. " 


There's an uncertain silence. 


Chaucha notices Briggs looking disturbed. "Sweetheart?" 
she asks. "Are you all right?" 


"What's it like to lose your soul?" Briggs asks. 


Exasperated, Chaucha puts her hands on her hips. "You're 
asking me as though I've lost my own soul." 


Briggs snickers. "I have to admit, there are days where the 
thought has crossed my mind." 


"Briggs!" 


"I'm just kidding." He lapses back into a thoughtful mode. 
"It's gotta be horrible," he mutters, shuddering. "If Felix is 
any indication of what being soulless is..." 


“Let's not worry too much about it," Chaucha replies 
cheerily. "We'll take good care of our Eo so he won't end up 
like that. And Obaba probably knows a solution to regaining 
lost sleep, so even if it does happen, there's nothing to worry 
about." She stands up with the mug in her hand. "Eo, 


sweetie, come here. Mommy's got something that will make 
things all better for you. Eo? Eo!" 


No answer. 

"Eo...?" Chaucha asks again, slowly approaching his bed. 
Eoleo is lying down on his side, his thumb in his mouth. 
Chaucha lifts a lock of red hair from his face. 

His eyes are closed. 

He snores ever so quietly. 


Chaucha blinks. "Well, now," she says, looking at the mug. "I 
guess we won't be needing this then." 


"I'll take that, thanks," Briggs says, coming up behind 
Chaucha and reaching for the mug. "I think I'll need it 
tonight after all this talk about Felix as a soulless, undead 
creature." 


*Chapter 4*: 3:00am to 4:00am 


3:00am - 4:00am 


(A/N: Watch for the unpleasant flashback and the 
saltier-than-usual language. If you think you can't 
take it, skip over this chapter.) 


Nineteen-year-old Melina trudges silently through the snow- 
dusted forests outside of Imilan. Her long brown hair swings 
behind her in a ponytail tied tightly at the base of her neck. 
Gripped in one of her gloved hands is a slim wooden bow, 
nicked and worn. On her back is a quiver half-full with 
arrows that shift softly against each other with her every 
step. 


Though it's Soltime in Weyard, the season of Sol's maternal 
warmth, a chilly wind still breathes through the northern 
city, ruffling the light cloak that Melina has worn over her 
usual tunic-and-leggings ensemble. 


But the cold doesn't bother her...for it's preferable to the 
infernal heat of her nightmares. 


It is a dark night tonight, without even the light of a moon 
Sliver to illuminate the way. The forest is thick with foliage 
and heavy with shadows, so Melina trusts in her connection 
to the land, letting it guide her past obstacles and to her 
destination. It is too late to be night, and too early to be 
morning, but Melina walks with purpose and energy. Her 
mind is focused...her instincts more alive than ever. 


Minutes pass. 


The hush of the ocean waves seeps in. A faint blue glow has 
begun to tinge the lichen on the tree trunks to an even more 
intense shade of teal. 


Melina has reached the edge of the forest. 


Within her vision is a towering, azure monolith—Mercury 
Lighthouse. It stands at the tip of a gently narrowing cliff 
path that gradually slopes upwards from ocean level. Its 
beacon shines with divine power, though the light is 
confined to a swirling sphere that tops the lighthouse like a 
jewel upon a scepter. 


A scowl asserts itself in Melina's teeth, but she calms herself 
as she remembers why she has come here. She deftly scales 
the tree next to her to better analyze her surroundings. From 
her perch on the tree branch, Melina can make out tiny, 
dark, and slightly rounded figures pacing the ground in front 
of the lighthouse. 


The pompous, ignorant dogs of the Hermetic Order, she 
mentally snarls. The poor of Imilan can't even scrape 
together pine needles for the ice on their toes, and these 
bastards think it's all well and good to parade around in 
robes of bearskin over their already generous uniforms! 
What I wouldn't give to skin their hides and give them as 
coats to the poor. This prospect serves to further ingrain her 
objectives in her mind, and she straightens up. 


But she can't act quite yet. 


Instead, Melina lets out a cloudy breath, and carefully leans 
against the trunk of the tree to rest herself for a bit. 


The priests and priestesses of the Hermetic Order continue 
to make their nightly rounds of guard duty, oblivious to the 


earthly wraith watching them from a tree just outside their 
field of vision. 


Then... 


A loud and spectacularly bright explosion sounds itself in 
the forest behind her, followed by the rhythmic thump- 
thump-thump of successively falling trees. 


Melina smiles. For such a quiet guy, Raphael sure knows 
how to make a racket. She quickly hoists herself to further 
heights on the tree, to hide herself from the Hermetic 
dedicates scurrying through to investigate the explosion. No 
sooner has she found a second hiding place than the 
suspicious forms of the priests stampede beneath her. 
Melina listens until the soft rustle of trampled leaves and the 
faint babble of Milarich fades to a bare whisper in her ears. 
She lets herself down from the branches and lands ina 
crouch on the thinly-covered snowy ground. With one last 
look around her, she makes tracks for the lighthouse. 


At the base, Melina looks up and down at the towering 
monument, alternately studying and admiring it. The bricks 
that compose it are varying shades of blue and aqua, 
glimmering in her vision with the water Psynergy practically 
oozing out of every crack. The entrance itself is spelled so 
that only Mercury Adepts are allowed to breach the 
glimmering force field. 


But just because a door is closed doesn't mean there still 
isn't a window of opportunity to climb through, Melina 
recalls her mother saying. 


The windows of the lighthouse are wide open and—as far as 
Melina can see or sense—mostly unguarded either by 
magical or mundane means. On either side of each window 
are large marble statues of kneeling water maidens, their 


arms stretched forward to pour their blessed water jugs 
upon mortals. 


Melina reaches behind her to retrieve an arrow from the 
quiver strapped to her back. She takes a sturdy length of 
rope from her belt, tying one end of it to the arrow and tying 
the other end tightly around her belt. From a belt pouch, she 
draws a large, heavy lump of clay, molding it around the 
arrow just behind its sharp metal tip. She licks her thumb 
and holds it up in the air to check the direction and strength 
of the wind, then sets the arrow in her bow, pulls back, and 
releases her hold. 


SWSSSHH! 


The arrow zips through the wintry air, unnaturally swift and 
sure. It sails right under the arms of a maiden next to a third- 
story window...and jerks up and backwards as the rope 
reaches its maximum length. Guided by the extra weight 
around its tip, it whirls around the stone maiden's arms, 
trapping them in a thick coil of rope. 


When the arrow hangs limply from the statue's arms, Melina 
tugs on the rope to check for a secure hold, then scales the 
walls of the lighthouse, scampering lightly and climbing 
fearlessly. At the top, she grabs onto the statue and pulls 
herself up so that she's resting on the statue's arms. She 
quickly unravels the rope and arrow from around the 
statue's arms and tosses them through the window, then 
hops in after them. Upon landing, she disassembles her 
makeshift tool, returning everything to its original place on 
her person. She finally takes a good look at her 
surroundings...and has to hold back a gasp. 


It is a large room filled with unrippled, glassy water, broken 
only by stepping stones here and there leading to different 


doorways. Images of spirits associated with water and 
healing flit all about her in cracked frescoes on the pale blue 
brick walls. The ceiling looms high above her head, 
twinkling with jewels embedded into it in circular designs 
reminiscent of bubbles. The light in the room seems to come 
from the water itself. 


Melina feels the watery power of Mercury ripple around her, 
playful and comforting. If she closes her eyes, she can 
almost imagine that she's floating on her back in the Holy 
River on a pleasant Soltime day, the sun caressing her face 
and the water rocking gently beneath her, like a cradle... 


Is this...the power of alchemy, too? she asks herself. This 
beauty, this peace? 


The crash of the ocean waves from outside echo loudly 
inside the massive chamber—the only answer to her 
question. 


Melina hops onto the nearest stepping stone. It bears the 
sign of the Hermetic order: the dual serpents of healing 
entwined with the symbol of Mercury— which is really just 
the symbol of Venus with demon horns, Melina thinks, 
amused. She continues onward, advancing to another 
stepping stone, then to another. 


KER-SPLAAASSSH! 


Melina's suddenly hit with a miniature tsunami. The force of 
the wave has left her teetering on the edge of the stepping 
stone. After letting loose a well-spun string of expletives, she 
regains her balance. She looks up, her bangs dripping water 
onto her cheeks. 


A one-eyed sea serpent has risen ten feet out of the water in 
front of her, bearing purple wing-like ears on either side of 


its head and dual rows of spikes running down its back. 
Demonic mermaids gather around it, their glowing red eyes 
fixed on her as their next meal. 


Melina smiles grimly. The monsters never left this so-called 
Auric Age, she thinks. They just went to find snakes of a 
similar skin. 


The serpent shoots forward to catch her in its ivory jaws. 


Melina dodges in time, jumping to the next stepping stone. 
She reaches inside a pouch hanging from her belt and pulls 
out a large seed, one that's almost as large as her palm. She 
sends a quick burst of her Psynergy into it, awakening its 
dormant magick. 


The serpent strikes again. 


With excellent timing, Melina jumps onto its head and flings 
the glowing seed into the water. The seed blooms into a 
gigantic floating lily pad, complete with flower. 


The serpent hisses and shakes its head furiously. 


Melina is thown off, but she lands safely on the lily pad, 
sending out soft ripples in the water. Before the serpent can 
figure out where she's gone, she notches an arrow, aims, and 
releases it. 


SWWWSSSHH! 


The arrow buries itself right in the pupil of the serpent's 
single violet eye. With green blood spurting everywhere, the 
serpent gives another roar and thrashes backwards in agony. 


Melina suddenly notices two mermaids chewing at the edges 
of the lily pad that keeps her afloat. She growls and raises a 


hand. "Ground, become the Shackles of Earth!" she 
commands. 


In a burst of light, a Venus Djinni emerges from her palm. It 
flies in a circle around her, scattering a trail of golden 
Sparkles in its wake upon the water's surface. Any mermaids 
caught within the circle promptly vanish under the water, 
pulled down by a sudden increase in gravity. 


Melina tosses another charged seed onto the water for a 
second giant lily pad. She quickly hops onto that, wobbling 
a bit as she barely lands on its edge. She scrambles to safety 
in the center, then glances across the way. Her green eyes 
catch sight of a doorway leading to a set of stairs spiraling 
upwards just beyond the edge of the pool. It's a fair distance 
from the edge of the lily pad to the edge of the floor at the 
base of the stairs—wide enough to be a bit of a challenge, 
but nothing too impossible. Melina debates the possibility of 
simply hand-paddling her way across, but upon hearing the 
squeals of more mermaids behind her, she decides she'd 
rather not risk losing her hand. 


She backs up on the pad a little to give herself some 
running room, and tucks her bow inside her quiver for 
safekeeping. 


She takes a deep breath... 
Sprints... 
And leaps. 


Her arms are thrust forward, ready to grab a hold of 
something in case she'd underestimated the distance 
between herself and— 


Melina slams gut-first into the edge of the floor. 


WHAM! 


"Unngh!" Melina's body crumples forward from the blow, 
smacking her face into the tile floor before sliding into the 
water. SPLASSH! She sinks deeper into the pool, temporarily 
stunned. 


When Melina opens her eyes again, she sees the mermaids 
gliding straight for her, their fangs bared. She flails her arms 
and legs in a facsimile of swimming. Gracelessly, she 
ascends each inch. 


The mermaids close in. 


Melina's face contorts as she struggles to hold her breath for 
just one second longer. Just when she's ready to surrender, 
she smacks the back of her hand on the edge of the pool. 
She winces, but mentally recovers enough from the pain to 
grab onto the edge. With a grimace of pain and a gurgling 
sort of grunt, Melina hoists herself to safety. She starts to 
crawl slowly towards the staircase— 


KER-SNAP! 


Something wraps tightly around Melina's calf. She looks 
behind her only to find that a mermaid has ensnared her 
with its monstrously long hair. "Not today, aquatic bitch!" 
Melina snarls, flinging out a hand. "Rockslide!" 


The air rings with the cacaphony of wretched screams as the 
mermaids are pummeled with sharp debris from Melina's 
attack. 


Melina makes a break for the exit on her hands and knees, 
slipping and sliding on the tile floor. Once she's a safe 
distance away, she risks a glance backwards. 


The mermaids are sneering at her from the pool, their 
medusa hair coiling and uncoiling around their heads. 


Melina reaches for her seed pouch and takes out another 
giant seed, of a slightly different shape than the ones used 
for the lily pads. She activates its power and throws it at the 
doorframe. 


The seed explodes in a tangle of vines that weave freely in 
and out of each other, eventually sealing the doorway in a 
thick wall of flora that erase the demonic mermaids from 
view. 


Melina lets out a sigh of relief. Well, at least that's over and 
done with, she thinks. Still gotta hightail it, though. She 
quickly applies a low-level healing spell to her side, thankful 
that the hit just missed her rib cage. Still, she suspects she's 
going to feel it in the morning, even with the Cure spell. Her 
nose itches both from inhaled water and from the pain 
sustained when she hit her face, and she sneezes hard. 


After wiping her nose with the back of her hand and 
finishing up her healing, Melina inspects the rest of herself 
for damage. She frowns when she checks her quiver: she's 
lost a good chunk of arrows to the water. Her bow is intact, 
but Melina knows that the prolonged exposure to the water 
has rendered its non-greased bowstring fragile and 
essentially unusable. Her clothes and hair are also soaked 
through; she takes the time to squeeze as much water as 
she can out of both. 


Once she makes sure she's mostly dry and in one piece, 
Melina decides it's time to move on. With a sigh, she gets to 
her feet and starts the trek up the tall, winding staircase. 


At the top, Melina is out of breath, both from the exertion of 
climbing the stairs and because she's suddenly drenched 


with Mercury Psynergy; she knows she's almost to the aerie. 
Panting, she steps onto a white platform floating nearby that 
hums with latent power. The platform rises upwards, through 
a brick shaft and out into the open night air. 


Melina shivers from more than just the sudden cold wind 
against her damp skin. Now she can feel the raw, 
exhilarating power of pure Psynergy, and it's unlike 
anything she's ever experienced before. Though she feels 
herself freezing over in the outdoor chill, she also feels warm 
and cozy in the light of the beacon. And empowered, greatly 
so. She can do anything, go anywhere, swim up the falls that 
are supposedly at the edge of the world, break the hands of 
Time, rape Fate, destroy Death, and all this if she only flicks 
a finger... 


But even in her now clouded mind, Melina can still make out 
the silhouette of something in the shadows of the beacon 
light. She steps off the platform, trudges over to 
investigate...and stares in anger and horror. "Aw, fuck no!" 
she swears. 


The lithe body of an unusually tall Xiannese woman is 
suspended in a giant block of ice. Her pale purple hair is 
pulled up with a lacquered comb. She is dressed in 
distinctive Xiannese garb of various pastel shades: mint 
green for her shrug jacket and pants, rose pink for her tunic, 
and a wide ribbon the color of butter around her waist, tied 
behind her in a bow. Two small folding fans made of metal 
are tucked inside the waist ribbon; a much larger fan hangs 
off her back, a thick red cord across her chest anchoring it to 
her body. 


Melina breathes in short spurts of rage. "This is the work of 
healers?" she spits. "Color me the fucking goddess of 
rainbows!" She sighs, wishing that Raphael were here 


already, and actually considers waiting for him. But she 
knows she can't waste any more time. For all she knows, he 
might not even be in the lighthouse yet. 


Melina places a tentative hand on the ice, trying to ignore 
the woman's frozen gaze. Her palm slides smoothly across 
the glossy surface, coming away moistened with water. 
There's nothing | can do at this point, she thinks. Whatever. I 
need to seal this damn lighthouse first, anyway. After that, 
l'Il bail her out. 


As she turns away, Melina notices tiny bubbles embedded in 
the ice, strangely reminiscent of the gemstone design in the 
ceiling of the pool chamber. 


..she suddenly gets an idea. 


Melina takes a small knife from inside one of her boots and 
begins stabbing furiously into the ice at different places, 
sending ice shavings everywhere. When she finishes, there 
is a collection of small but deep nicks in the ice on the front 
and sides of the black. Melina opens her seed pouch again, 
but instead of taking out one large seed, she withdraws a 
handful of smaller seeds that glow gold when she charges 
them with her Psynergy. She slips a seed inside each nick 
she's made in the ice. After putting away the excess seeds, 
she waves a glowing hand. 


The seeds sprout into a mass of thicky, thorny vines that dig 
deep into the ice and eat away at it. Cracks crawl up the 
sides with the sudden intrusion. One chunk of the cube falls 
away, another section splits apart, and then... 


SHRAAKKK! 


The ice crumbles to chunks, freeing the Xiannese woman 
from her frozen bonds and leaving her unconscious on top of 


a pile of ice and vines. 


Melina runs over to her. "Hylee?" she says, shaking the 
woman's shoulder gently. "Hylee? Hylee, are you okay?" 


It takes a few long moments before Hylee shudders and 
coughs, wheezing her breaths. "Air..." she rasps, shaking. 
"Air...oreathe..." 


"You're free now," Melina says, brushing bits of ice off Hylee 
and helping her up. Hylee's legs are shaking as she tries to 
stand on her own, and Melina is struck at the moment with 
the absurd thought that the normally graceful currently 
looks like a newborn baby deer trying to take its first steps. 
"| got you out of that damn thing." 


Hylee breathes heavily, her lower lip trembling. She slowly 
turns to look up at the lighthouse beacon. The blue light 
gives her pale skin a deathly cool pallor. "Light...is not dark 
yet," she says in heavily accented Yardel. 


"No, not quite. | had to get you out first." 


Hylee looks offended. "Is n-not helpless maiden, I," she spits, 
rubbing warmth back into her arms. "You make light dark 
first, th-then help." 


Melina rolls her eyes. "Ungrateful bitch as always, aren't 
we?" she remarks. "Suit yourself. Now let's see if these 
things that the good scholar Dagny gave me are any good 


"Hold it right there!" 


Both Melina and Hylee turn around. 


Behind them is a chubby, stout girl of about 14 or 15. She is 
dressed in the robes of the Hermetic Order, albeit a little less 
lavish than what the priests and priestesses wear. Her light 
blue hair is cropped close to her head. Her heart-shaped face 
is set in a self-righteous scowl. She holds a silver staff 
topped with an ankh—the symbol of a novice of the 
Hermetic Order. 


Melina laughs. "What the hell is this? Is the Order so 
strapped for defense that they send a little girl up here? 
Raphael must've really fried everyone else." 


"Don't take me lightly—I have a powerful lineage behind 
me!" the girl declares, brandishing her staff. "I am Ana 
Perushenka, daughter of Pyotr and Misza Perushen, 
considered two of the greatest Mercury Adepts in Imilan 
since Hermes Trismegistus! My great-uncle is a viare of the 
Hermetic Order's High Council; my grandmother is Viaria 
Marinka, leader of the Circle of Healing Waters!" 


"Yes, but you is only baby girl," Hylee sneers, taking the 
giant fan from her back and snapping it open one-handed to 
reveal an impressive ink painting of a story skyscape. "I 
finish with you, you want to crawl back up between your 
mother's legs and into her maggot-filled gut." 


Melina whistles in approval. "A silverpiece for a second!" she 
calls, using a common compliment thrown around in bar and 
street fights. 


Ana's eyes suddenly flash blue. "You...you...how dare you—/ 
WON'T LET THAT PASS!" Her heavy cloak flaps around 
around as her aura flares up. "Deluge!" 


Hylee sidesteps the powerful stream of water headed her 
way. She flicks her wrist and waves her fan in Ana's 


directions. "Yao Lian Fei!" she yells, sending out a trio of 
whirlwinds. 


Melina winces. She hates the Xiannese language, its overly 
nasal tones and its high-pitched squeals that are poor 
excuses for words. Looks like we'll have to work overtime on 
her Yardel lessons. Pushing that thought aside for the 
moment, she joins in on the battle, firing a Ga/a spell at Ana, 
who has managed to dodge Hylee's attack. 


WHAM! The golden beam of light hits Ana dead-on, sending 
the girl stumbling backwards. 


Hylee shuts her fan and holds it above her head. 
"Guozheng!" 


Ana miraculously manages to evades the bolts of lightning 
raining down upon her. She aims her staff at Melina. "Ice 
Missile!" 


"Agate Spire!" Melina responds, thrusting out her hands. 
FWSSSSH-KABLAM! 


The elemental projectiles clash in mid-air in a spectacular 
display of sparks. 


Ana frowns and slides back a bit, clutching her staff with 
both hands in a defensive position. "How did you even get 
up here?" she asks warily. "Only Mercury Adepts are allowed 
through the entrance!" 


"To put it as politely as possible, your defenses are crap," 
Melina says. "And you're an idiot if you think I'm telling you 
how | got inside." 


Ana scowls. "But why even go to the trouble? You're not a 
Mercury Adept—you don't have any reason to be here!" 


"Oh, trust me," Melina drawls, "I've got every reason to be 
up here." 


Ana's mouth drops open. "No..." she whispers. "You 
can't...you can't possibly mean to...extinguish this 
lighthouse, do you? Th-the viarii...they said people were 
thinking about it, but 1...1 never thought..." 


"Yes, it does seem that sort of thing would be hard for you," 
Melina remarks. 


Ana glares at Melina with a renewed rage. "Well, y-you can't 
do that!" she stammers. "It's wrong, and besides, it's 
impossible!" 


"Then why you scared?" Hylee taunts. 


"Yeah, if extinguishing the lighthouse was impossible, why 
be so chickenshit about it?" Melina echoes smugly. "If it's 
impossible, there's no harm in letting us try and fail. 
Afterwards, you can point and laugh at us." 


“But why would you even want to do such a thing?" Ana 
demands. 


"Because alchemy is destroying this world." 


"Are you crazy?" Ana asks in disbelief. "Alchemy is life! It 
flows through me and you, through the entire world! It gives 
us Our powers, it heals people—" 


"It kills people, it corrupts people," Melina cut her off. 


"It's a divine gift from the gods!" 


"Your gods may be nothing more than facets of your 
overactive imaginations." 


Ana stares at Melina in horror. "You...you're an atheist!" she 
accuses, spitting out the word like a bug in her mouth. "The 
vlarii talked about people like you, misguided and 
ungrateful people who don't want to see the beauty of the 
world that Fate gave us!" 


"I'm glad to know that I'm the person your elders warned 
you about," Melina says dryly. "Now shut the hell up and let 
me seal this thing." 


"No!" Ana's aura flares up even brighter and more powerful 
than before. She holds her staff above her head. "On my 
honor and the honor of the Order, | won't let you do it! 
Freeze Prism!" 


Melina's eyes widen. Before she can react, she's surrounded 
in a thick swirl of sharp ice crystals and frozen solid to the 
ground from the shoulders down. "Sh-shit!" she curses. Was 
the brat this powerful before? 


"Is power of light!" Hylee says, opening her fan again. "The 
light is water power, and girl is water witch!" 


"Don't move!" Ana orders, pointing her staff at Hylee. "You 
wouldn't want to be frozen in that cube of ocean water 
again, would you?" 


Hylee scowls, but backs off. 


Melina blinks. She was responsible for that? She grunts and 
Shakes her head. No, if it was, it wouldn't be the brat's 
natural power. Like Hylee said, it's only because she's on 
this lighthouse and the lighthouse is still lit. Without the 
lighthouse, she's nothing but a rabbit's tail. 


Ana approaches Melina. "I'll let you and your friend go," she 
says, "but you have to promise that you won't do things like 
this anymore! Our gods are stern, but they forgive too! You 
just have to be truly sorry for what you've done!" She looks 
proud of herself. "If you want, after this, | can take you to my 
great-uncle. He can pardon you in the name of Mercury." 


"Go choke on an icicle" is Melina's annoyed response. 


Ana frowns. "What's wrong with you?" she asks, 
exasperated. "It's not like it's that hard to ask for 
forgiveness! Wouldn't you want to be under the guidance 
and protection of the gods?" 


"If they weren't there to guide and protect me two years ago, 
they're not going to be there for me now," Melina says 
through chattering teeth, attempting to twist herself free 
from the ice. "So you can stuff it up your—" 


"Then | don't have a choice," Ana says, looking scarily 
serious for a girl of her age. "You and your friend...you're 
atheists! \f | let you go, you'll just continue to do bad things, 
and your soul will rot and end up in the dark wastelands of 
the next life! And /‘//be held responsible by the gods for any 
people who decide to neglect their religion because of you!" 
She rests her staff in the crook of her right arm as she folds 
her hands together in anticipation of a prayer. "I'm sorry—| 
have to stop you, both for your sake and the sake of others! 
May...may you go to the next life with Mercury's blessing and 
compassion!" 


"What?" Melina and Hylee exclaim in unison. 


A masculine voice cuts into the conversation. "My, my. 
Children are killing younger and younger these days, aren't 
they?" 


FWOOOOM! 


Ana screams as a bubble of red-hot flame suddenly springs 
up around her. "Wh-what's going on?" she stammers, 
looking around her in shock and panic. "Let me out now!" 


Melina smirks. "Took you long enough, Sir Knight." 


Raphael raises an eyebrow at Melina from behind a lock of 
wavy, reddish-brown hair. "I would have arrived faster if a 
certain someone had thought to teach her plants to 
distinguish between friends and foes." His crimson armor 
clinks as he approaches her. "It took me quite a while to 
burn through those vines. They had this interesting 
tendency to keep coming back for more—a quality inherited 
from their mistress, no doubt." 


Melina then recalls the wall of vines she'd unleashed on the 
doorway a few levels below. "Yeah, well, | have to get used to 
the idea of having ‘friends’, all right?" she defends herself. 
"Now get me out of here." 


"Y-you're an Ignis Knight!" Ana exclaims, recognizing the 
geometric emblem of inverted triangles on Raphael's 
breastplate. "What's their business here?" 


"Merely helping out on an experiment that may prove to be 
for the better of mankind in the long run." Raphael presses a 
heated palm to the ice around Melina. Steam hisses into the 
air as the ice drips away from his touch. 


"What sort of evil experiment involves shutting off the 
source of all life?" Ana asks, looking dismayed. 


"One that may bring life back to Weyard," Raphael says. 
"Several esteemed alchemy scholars have reason to believe 
that there is an excess of alchemy running rampant in 


Weyard that is causing the land to become increasingly 
unstable. They wish to seal the lighthouses in order to 
reduce the flow of alchemy through Weyard's ley lines and 
observe the results. If the results are favorable, they'll 
continue to monitor things carefully and unseal the 
lighthouses when things settle down or become unfavorable 
in the opposite direction. If sealing the lighthouses shows 
immediate detrimental effects, they'll unseal the 
lighthouses as quickly as possible and determine another 
plan of action. Either way, the lighthouses will eventually be 
lit again, whether in the next three months or in the next 
three decades." He doesn't notice—or pretends not to notice 
—the dark look that Melina shoots him when he speaks his 
last sentence. 


"That's still—that's heretica-F-you can't—!" 


"Melina, you may want to use that prima materia now," 
Raphael says calmly. 


"/ won't let you get away with this!" Ana throws out a blue- 
glowing hand. "Deluge!" 


HISSSSS! 


The attack evaporates harmlessly into steam upon contact 
with the fire shield. 


Ana staggers back in disbelief. "Wh-what? No!" She stomps 
her foot. "This is all wrong! Water is superior to fire! That's 
how the balance of elements was created!" 


"You're assuming that the elements in question are at equal 
power levels." Raphael's tone is gentle and patient. 
"However, once the power levels between two elements 
exceed a certain ratio, the balance is tipped in the favor of 
whichever element holds the greater portion of the ratio." 


As Raphael is giving an impromptu lecture about elemental 
power to Ana, a still-wet Melina gazes up at the beacon of 
raw elemental energy, the magical wind whipping against 
her face. She takes a second pouch from her belt, one that is 
glimmery and silver and spills like liquid over her palm as 
she holds it in her hand. From within, she plucks out a dull, 
lusterless crystal. "You know," she muses, staring at the 
crystal as she rolls it between her fingers, "Dagny never 
actually said how | was supposed to extinguish the 
lighthouse with this." 


She stares up at the light...stares back at the crystal...and 
shrugs. 


"If this doesn't work, I'm blaming it on Dagny for not telling 
me how to use this thing," Melina declares, and hurls the 
crystal straight at the beacon light. 


FWWWEEEEEMMM! 


Blue lightning begins to flash around the aerie once the 
crystal hits the elemental beacon. Tremors rock the 
lighthouse, throwing all current occupants of the aerie off- 
balance. Hylee tumbles to her knees. Ana shrieks wildly, her 
hands clutching at her hair. Raphael stands close by Melina, 
ready to act if something should happen to her. 


Through the pyrotechnic chaos, Melina sees the crystal of 
prima materia suddenly glow white. The beacon light swirls 
around the crystal, forming itself into a giant funnel that 
pours into the prima materia like water down a drain. 


With one last spectacular explosion of light, the beacon of 
Mercury Lighthouse is gone. Floating in its place, barely 
visible save for the faint aura around it, is a glossy gem of 
deep cerulean blue. 


"Well." Raphael sounds amused. "That was certainly a 
graceful way of accomplishing your objective." 


Without warning, the gem drops from its place in the air and 
plummets towards the empty beacon well. 


Melina lurches forward. "No—!" 
WHOOOSSH! 


A whirlwind zips past Melina. It swiftly catches the gem in its 
grasp, then spits it back out at Melina, who jumps to catch it 
before it falls again. Once it's safely in her gloved grasp, she 
drops it back inside her silver pouch and ties it shut. 
"Whew," she sighs. "Close call." 


"Melina is careless, acting before to think," comes Hylee's 
voice. 


Melina turns around to see Hylee smirking at her. "Don't 
lecture me, squinty eyes," she snaps. "Like you had any 
better ideas about how to seal the lighthouse?" 


Hylee purses her lips. She closes her fan and hoists it over 
her shoulder. "We go," she says simply. "Three more 
lighthouses." 


Melina immediately feels guilty. "Oh, come on, | didn't mean 
it like that," she says, not knowing what the hell she did 
mean. "I just meant...look, for the record, thanks a lot, 
okay?" 


Hylee snorts. "Who is 'ungrateful bitch', again?" 


Melina sighs. 


"What shall we do with this one?" Raphael asks, gesturing to 
Ana sniffling and hiccuping from inside the flame shield. 


"Leave her for cooking," Hylee suggests. "That way, priests 
break fast on her when they come. If any is left now." 


"Heathen harpy!" Ana shouts, tears running down her face. 
"Cannibal!" 


Hylee only laughs. 
Melina gives Ana a glance-over. "Let her go," she utters. 


Raphael raises his eyebrows in surprise. "Very well. Fever, 
Flash, that's enough." 


The fire shield around Ana dissipates into a swirl of crimson 
energy that forms itself into two Mars Djinn, which land 
cutely on the ground and scurry back to Raphael. 


Ana blinks, unsure what to do with her newfound freedom. 
She scrambles to her feet, her slightly singed cloak falling 
around her. "You might get off easy this time," she warns, 
pointing a finger at Melina, "but y-you'll be punished for 
this, somehow! The gods forgive, but they don't forgive 
immediately!" 


"Oh, really? What a coincidence—neither do I!" Melina flicks 
her hand. "Vine, become the Ivy Cradle!" 


A Venus Djinni materializes and dissolves into strings of 
golden light that crawl towards the empty beacon well. They 
begin to form a web of vines criss-crossing the well. Four of 
them lash out and snatch Ana off the ground. 


Ana screams and flails, bursting into tears again. The vines 
drag her towards the well and onto the web, wrapping firmly 


around her to bind her. 


Raphael gives Melina a strange look. "You have an odd 
notion of letting someone go," he says. 


Melina doesn't hear...or pretends not to hear. 


"Let me go, let me go, let me go!" Ana yells, her voice 
hoarse. 


Melina regards Ana with a blank expression on her face as 
she watches the young priestess-in-training struggle against 
her bonds. She walks towards the beacon well. "Do you want 
to see what your precious alchemy did to me?" she asks, her 
voice low and dangerous. 


Ana suddenly lies still, gazing at Melina in morbid curiosity. 


Melina reaches down to her boot and pulls out her knife 
again. Without another word, she slices her tunic open down 
the middle. 


Ana gasps. "What are you—that's not decent—!" 


"Look at what your precious alchemy did to me!" Melina 
growls again, and Ana is compelled to look. 


Scarred across Melina's chest and stomach is a complex 
Xiannese ideograph. 


Only Hylee knows its truly vile meaning. 


But everyone can understand the malice with which it was 
written...and the pain that it inflicted. 


"Do you know Vingard?" Melina asks. 


Ana manages to nod. "I-it was a large town under the 
protection of Valeriam, wasn't it?" 


"Vingard was important to Valeriam," Melina says. "People 
who were headed to Valeriam frequently stopped in Vingard 
to rest, stock up on supplies and other necessities, and even 
conduct quick business before continuing to Valeriam. The 
Valerian government realized that Vingard held great 
economic benefits for them, and so Vingard was taken under 
Valeriam's protection." 


"But about two years ago, Xian invaded Vingard and 
destroyed it completely. And | mean it was like the damn 
place never existed." 


O-O-O 
High noon in Vingard. 
Pure, unadulterated chaos in Vingard as well. 


Wretched screams that knew no boundary—age, gender, 
hometown. 


A forboding crackle of something in the air, followed by 
Sharp explosions like divine drum strikes. 


Trees strung with torn clothes and broken bodies. 
A dark fog that smells of wood, flesh, and copper... 


Melina stumbles blindly through the mess, the din, the 
pandemonium. 


She calls out for Ma...only to trip on her mother's charred, 
smoking corpse in her next step. 


O-O-O 


“Houses were zapped to dust. People were roasted to a crisp 
by lightning or flung into the air with whirlwinds—and that 
was if the Xiannese decided to spare them torture done just 
for the hell of it!" 


O-O-O 
Leering almond eyes. 


A dirty wooden floor of a small warehouse, raided of all its 
goods. 


Melina lies naked and held down by four Xiannese soldiers 
who reek of forbidden Eastern drugs. 


A fifth soldier is crouched in front of her. With all the 
precision and fascination of a boy tearing wings off flies, he 
picks and yanks at the hair that grows between her splayed 
legs. 


Melina twitches and screams. 
There's harsh, booming laughter. 


The two soldiers who hold down her arms lean over and 
pepper her blistering, bleeding chest—freshly etched with 
some sort of design—with sloppy kisses. 


Another twitch. 
Another yank. 
Another scream. 


Banter and cheers are exchanged in a harsh, foreign 
tongue. 


Melina cries out for somebody, anybody... 


O-O-O 


"Nothing...nothing...was left of my home! And why did the 
Xiannese do all this? They thought their reputation for 
alchemical prowess was being threatened because it just so 
happened that Vingard was built on a node of five 
alchemical ley lines, and they were afraid that Valeriam was 
going to use that power against them! Never mind that it 
had been proven not twenty years earlier that that particular 
node under Vingard was weaker than some of the two-line 
nodes around Xian itself!" 


O-O-O 
The sun begins to die with the rest of Vingard. 


Melina lies silently at her place on the floor, her eyes closed 
in fatigue and surrender. 


The hair at her temples is soaked with a steady flow of 
tears. 


The soldier who had originally been holding down her left 
leg has since switched with the one previously tearing at her 
pubic hairs. 


This one is now gleefully thrusting the wide end of a rice 
wine bottle between her legs. 


His companions urge him to go faster, faster, harder... 


The soldier is suddenly struck by a white-hot bolt of 
lightning. 


He flops unceremoniously to the side, unconscious or dead. 


His companions gasp and mutter among themselves in 
confusion and anger. 


Melina opens one weary eye at all the commotion...and 
finds its cause. 


The lithe body of an unusually tall Xiannese woman stands 
proud and defiant in the empty doorway. 


Her pale purple hair is partially pulled back by a lacquered 
comb; the rest hangs loose and sweaty around her delicate 
dirt-streaked face. 


She is dressed in distinctive Xiannese garb stained crimson 
by blood and sunset. 


In both of her hands are small metal fans that gleam with 
the sunset behind her. 


A larger one hangs off her back by a thick black cord. 


The four remaining soldiers scowl and get to their feet, 
forgetting about Melina for the moment. But Melina's too 
exhausted—physically and emotionally—to take advantage 
of the distraction. 


One of the soldiers begins to angrily yell something in 
Xiannese. He is promptly silenced by the woman lunging 
forward and slicing his vocal cords out with the edge of one 
of her metal fans. Blood splatters everywhere. 


The two other soldiers start to glow violet as they call up 
their Psynergy. But the woman is quicker, calling up a 
windstorm around her that sends the soldiers flying in 
opposite directions. 


Once recovered, one of the soldiers unsheathes a poisoned 
throwing knife from a holder hidden inside his shirt and 
throws it at the woman. She swiftly dodges with a twirl, lets 
out a haughty laugh, and flings one of her metal fans at 
him. It pinwheels through the air and embeds itself right 
between the soldier's startled eyes. 


Before his partner can retaliate, the woman swings around 
and aims the other metal fan in his direction, zapping him 
into the next life with a plasma bolt. He convulses for about 
three seconds before collapsing to the ground. 


The woman spits in his direction before going over to 
retrieve her fan from the other man's head. She gives it a 
sharp flick to shake off the blood, then turns her attention to 
the battered Melina. 


Melina panics as she sees the woman walk towards her. She 
lets out a whimper, a pathetic plea to tell the woman to go 
away and leave her to her hell. 


But the woman doesn't leave. She kneels down beside 
Melina, pressing a gentle hand to her cheek and whispering 
unfamiliar words of comfort. As she searches her person for 
anything that could be used for medical assistance, she 
begins to sing softly and sweetly in Xiannese. Under any 
other circumstances, Melina might have thought her foreign 
speech tolerable, if not at least vaguely beautiful. But now 
she can only find relief at the fact that at least it's no longer 
the jeers of her tormentors. 


O-O-O 


"But you know," Melina continues, "I might have been okay 
—loosely speaking, of course—with the Xiannese getting 
huffy over political strategic crap. You know politicians, they 
like to make mountains out of molehills and vice versa." She 


points to the ideograph on her torso. "But this? This has 
gone too far! And you want to know why? Because they 
didn't just write the character—they used it as a medium for 
using a Xiannese hex on me!" 


"Is true," Hylee cuts in. "The technique, it come from old 
temple scrolls." She fumbles for a way to adequately explain 
its effects. "Normally, it just mean 'whore’, like if you write, 
yes?" She narrows her eyes. "But...bastards use Xiannese- 
type forbidden alchemy on it. The way they do it is not 
completely correct. But only makes things worse. Now it 
brings more bad luck." 


"Bad luck' is the nicest way of putting it," Melina snarls. 
"This thing causes Psynergy to slowly build up in my body 
over a period of time. If | don't expend Psynergy on a regular 
basis, my insides could potentially explode from the 
excessive power." She flexes her fingers; golden sparks 
shimmer around it. "If | had my way, | wouldn't be using 
Psynergy at all. | don't see what good it does for people. 
Nearly everything I've see of alchemy is destructive and 
malicious, and this little 'tattoo' of mine just proves it." 


Ana is speechless. "But...but that's...you're not supposed to 
use alchemy like that! That's just—I can't believe—they 
can't be rea/ Adepts!" 


"| don't know, those Xiannese must have been pretty real 
Adepts if they were able to use their lightning powers to 
burn this fucking thing into my chest," Melina says bitterly. 
"Face it, your alchemy is flawed and corrupt. You say it's a 
gift from the gods? What gift from supposedly benevolent 
gods allows people to do something like this? 
Furthermore...what gift from the gods leaves poor people 
unable to fend for themselves, and benefits only the rich 
and the privileged?" 


Ana glares. "The poor are poor because they haven't 
followed the gods' decrees!" she insists, some of her 
confidence returning. "They simply haven't shown enough 
devotion and faith!" 


"Then why the he// did | constantly see families in rags 
huddled around the shrine to Coatlicue even in the recent 
freezing rainstorms?" Melina snaps. "They've been there for 
the two weeks I've stayed in Imilan, in snow or shine, in 
nothing but a single shared cloak among them, and you 
have the gall to claim that they haven't shown enough 
devotion and faith" 


Ana flinches. 


Melina takes deep breaths, trying to calm herself. If she gets 
any angrier, she fears causing an earthquake that would 
reduce the lighthouse to rubble. She's not necessarily 
concerned about the lighthouse itself; it's just that if it 
collapsed, she'd prefer not to be on it. "I should probably 
correct your statement from earlier," she says, her calmer 
tone startling Ana. "I'm not an atheist. But | also don't claim 
to know whether there are gods or not. | don't feel like that's 
important to me. Whatever the case, though, somebody 
owes me a big-ass apology for the horseshit | had to go 
through." She gives a haughty smile won from tribulation. 
"You think /have to ask forgiveness from the gods? Oh, no, 
sweetie, if the gods exist, they should be asking forgiveness 
from me." 


Ana visibly swallows. 


Melina pulls her cloak closer around her to hide her now- 
exposed chest from view, and suddenly wonders why the 
hell she ripped open a perfectly good tunic just to flash a 
scared little girl into submission. She turns to Hylee and 


Raphael. "Let's go, you two. The lighthouses aren't going to 
seal themselves, much as | wish they would." 


"W-wait!" Ana calls. "Aren't you going to let me go?" 


Melina raises an eyebrow as she looks over her shoulder. 
"Well, if you haven't fallen too out of favor with your gods for 
consorting with a bunch of atheists, maybe they'll set you 
free if you ask them nicely." 


Hylee snickers. 


As the three of them leave Ana behind and descend the 
lighthouse, Raphael shakes his head and sighs. "Like | said, 
Melina," he mutters, "you have an odd notion of letting 
someone go." 


"And you have an odd notion of 'permanently sealing the 
lighthouses'’," Melina retaliates, glaring at him. "What the 
hell was that about back there? What part of 'permanent' 
and ‘sealing’ didn't you understand from Dagny's 
explanation?" 


"| understood everything perfectly," Raphael answers, not 

meeting Melina's furious glance. "But | had to say something 
to appease the little girl, didn't 1? What does it matter what | 
say or what happens as long as the lighthouses are sealed?" 


"May be for best," Hylee muses. "When people believe it for 
good, they agree better. No questions, easy for us to do what 
we need." She absentmindedly smooths off a wrinkle on the 
hem of her tuic with a flick of her hand, then involuntarily 
Shivers. "Is okay to tell lies if no one was hurt." 


"It's as the lotus lady says," Raphael adds. "Like it or not, we 
may have to do a bit of truth-twisting as we travel. But none 
of that matters in the end if we can seal the lighthouses." 


Melina concedes the point. Still, she dislikes the tone with 
which Raphael speaks. She sees the logic in his words, but 
she finds his offhanded manner forced. He comes off as more 
distracted than casual, and she once again wonders if he's 
hiding anything behind the carefully-worn facade of a high- 
ranking member of the Ignis Knights. 


"We should bring that gem back to Dagny," Raphael says, 
cutting into Melina's thoughts. "She'll want to take a look at 
it." 


Melina frowns. "But that'll waste so much time that we could 
be using to travel to the next lighthouse! | mean...going 
back to Valeriam, and then heading out again..." 


"No one's ever sealed the lighthouses before, Melina. She 
may be able to run some quick analyses on this that will 
help us in the long run, because we've got nothing else to 
check our progress against. Besides, Panathenaia is coming 
up. Surely you wouldn't want to miss that?" 


"| don't care for such things." Melina crosses her arms. "And 
it's not like | have anyone to celebrate it with." 


"For me, it might be nice to see Panathenaia," Hylee says. "I 
go once along time ago with Mother. Maybe it has change 
since then?" 


Raphael laughs. "If it has changed in anything, it's only that 
the festivities have gotten more festive. And it's the fourth 
year in the cycle, so they'll have a new robe for the marble 
Pallas statue. It should prove to be quite a spectacle, 
considering who's in charge of the robe design this year." 


Hylee claps her hands together softly. "Then | go." She gives 
a sly glance out of the corner of her eye. "But maybe silly 
Melina will like to stay here in cold with water bitch." 


"It certainly seems that way," Raphael agrees, smirking. 
"After all, Miss Bryce was quite liberal in baring her wares to 
that fine young woman. She, perhaps, has an inclination to 
share much more than that." 


"Oh, fine, I'll go!" Melina grumbles. "Looks like | don't have 
much of a choice, since you two are so keen on leaving me 
behind. Anyway, I like the cold, but not that much." She's 
annoyed at being double-teamed by her traveling 
companions, but upon seeing Hylee's genuine smile of 
delight, Melina unexpectedly feels the vexation in her heart 
melt away. 


*Chapter 5*: 4:00am to 5:00am 


4:00am - 5:00am 


The legends about my persona number as many as the 
blades of grass in Weyard. 


As is the case with things under mortal limitations, 
inconsistencies and variations abound in these legends, and 
like a chameleon | change my colors from one generation to 
the next. In some stories, | used to be a woman named 
Sophia, born of a carpenter and an inn cook in what is 
presently known as Bilibin. Other individuals insist | was 
spawned from the right fang of Coatlicue Serpentessia when 
her tears mingled with the blood of her dying human lover. 
Still other accounts insist | am merely an egregore, a 
sentient construct born from the loins of accumulated mortal 
emotions and wishes over the centuries. Whatever the 
narrative, the one thing that mortal conceptions of me can 
agree upon is that | am unnaturally wise and perceptive. 


| have been known as Sophia, Athenios, the Sage in the 
Shadows; | will be known as Enki fea Nostros, Kuroku the 
Clearsighted, the Hierophant, and once again Sophia. 


I am known as the Wise One. 


Not many individuals have questioned how | came about my 
attributed wisdom. | suppose they cannot be blamed for it. 
After all, what does growth and change matter to one who 
stands outside of Time? Many of Weyard's mythical greats 
(most of whom are very much real) simply are, have been, 
and always will be. 


But | daresay that the reason | am wise is because | have not 
always been, and | will not always be. 


| am not the first in this role, nor will | be the last. |, and 
those before me, have come here with the experience of 
walking the realm of the temporal, and upon reaching this 
role, we attained the experiences and knowledge of our 
predecessors. My immediate predecessor was known 
primarily as the guardian of the Elemental Stars within Sol 
Sanctum, but that is only the barest of the duties that those 
in this role perform. In essence, | am Weyard's own ego and 
memory, and | am what transforms Weyard into something 
more than a slab of rock that the deities decided to populate 
with life out of their own amusement. 


As | speak, it is the three hundred and twenty-seventh year 
since alchemy was re-introduced into Weyard. The 
apocalyptic vision of my predecessor, who attempted his 
best to keep alchemy sealed, has begun to spring up in dark 
tendrils everywhere. The land itself is reforming and 
regenerating, becoming better than it ever has. Its 
inhabitants, unfortunately, have yet to do the same. While 
the rich accumulate gold and gems, the poor cannot even 
gather dust. The return of alchemy to the land means that 
more and more people can become Adepts again, and the 
alchemy they use is considerably more potent than even the 
strongest of attacks from one of the Eight Catalysts. But 
though the opening of educational institutions has brought 
enlightening cultural experiences to many, ultimately things 
have become more guarded and suspicious at the level at 
which it matters: the level of lords, kings, and emperors. 
Alchemy is life, and meant to be shared...but people have 
begun attempting to hoard its power and the benefits that it 
brings, causing nearly impassable rifts between civilizations. 
It is such foolishness that | seek to resolve through my direct 


involvement with the ideas of a promising young 
noblewoman of Neo Valeriam. 


| do not believe that sealing the lighthouses and keeping 
them as such is an effective solution; the events leading up 
to the re-lighting of the lighthouses three centuries ago 
proved that. Instead, it will be sufficient for me to ensure 
that a few important events in the mortal plane happen (or 
fail to happen). | remember the epochs of the Golden Age 
from memories that are not mine. Though imperfect, it was 
nonetheless a glorious era, and | - speaking as the ego of 
Weyard only - wish to see it again. 


O-O-O 


Meli is a well-respected student at Neo Valeriam's Kradinos 
Academy for Alchemical Achievement, which is named for 
the Valean scholar who accompanied the legendary Eight 
Catalysts on their journey to the lighthouses. Though quite a 
proficient Mars Adept, she has chosen to direct her skills 
towards healing, and has collaborated with two of the 
academy scholars in solidifying a radical new field in the 
healing arts based on the concept of the "purifying fire" 
found in the ancient El-Haferan manuscript of the same 
name. Somewhere in her veins runs the mingled blood of 
Isaac Lysander and Jenna Florentino, two of the Eight 
Catalysts. 


She frequently rises before dawn. It used to be that she 
could not sleep as a result of nightmares waking her up, and 
the fear of those nightmares recurring kept her eyes wide 
open. But she has since worked it into a schedule where she 
gets an average of four to five hours of sleep per night. 
Indeed, she considers sleep only as a necessary evil in a 
world where there are ten million and three things to get 
done every day, and so she stays in the dream world as little 


as possible. She cemented the routine at age 15, anda 
decade later she is still functioning quite well. 


Meli rises now from her dormitory bed, stretching and 
yawning. She is clad in a light nightgown of fine lavender 
satin. She slips her feet into cork slippers imported from the 
Apojii Islands, and strides gracefully to the window to let in 
fresh air to help set the mood for her daily prayer and 
meditation. She throws open the shutters...and what she 
sees nearly causes her heart to explode in terror. 


Floating in the air outside of her sixth-story bedroom window 
is a giant sapphire-scaled serpent. It - she is unsure of the 
gender - fixes her with a three-eyed stare of carnelian, 
amber, and aquamarine. The form does not seem wholly 
solid, so Meli wonders if she is just imagining things. She 
blinks a few times and rubs her eyes, only to find afterwards 
that the serpent still floats before her. Despite the common 
perception about Mars Adepts, Meli has a cool head, and 
that cool head allows her to realize that, though she is not 
sure how long the "thing" has been there, she has not heard 
screams of fright from the streets of Neo Valeriam below. She 
concludes thusly that she may be the only one who can see 
it, and even if she did cry out for help, there might not be 
anything anyone could do to help her should she be 
attacked. 


Do you know who |! am, Lady Melisande de I'Umbrano? | ask. 


Meli visibly relaxes a little, saved from the fear of 
accidentally provoking me to attack. Still, she keeps her 
voice down, and speaks as respectfully as she can manage. 
"I'm afraid | don't," she answers. 


Might you have an idea about the answer? 


Meli's lips draw close together; she's worried about the 
possible turn this situation may take. "You're a snake," she 
says. "Are you Coatlicue, or someone associated with her?" 


Some legends say | am. 
"And are those legends true?" 


The mightiest legends and myths spring from a single grain 
of truth. 


Meli hesitates. She starts to say something, but appears to 
think better of it. 


| decide to take pity on her. Playing such verbal hide-and- 
seek games are things of a distant past. You may have heard 
of me as "the Wise One." 


"What?" This takes Meli by surprise, and she studies my form 
again. "But I've read the stories, heard things from 
Grandma. When you appeared in Vale, to Isaac and Garet, 
you were a floating rock with one eye!" 


| have had many names and many forms. This is not the 
form I would have asked for, had I even a choice in the 
matter. But it is the last vestige of my ego, a reminder to 
myself and to others about the prices I paid for this role as a 
result of my mortal choices. 


Meli shakes her head, causing dark purple strands of hair to 
slip out from behind her large ears. "I don't understand." 


It is not something you need to understand. | coil myself, 
bringing my head down to her eye-level, though I maintain a 
comfortable distance from the window. Perhaps if we can fix 
this world, you - or anybody else for that matter - will never 
have a need to. 


At this, Meli forgets her fear of me, and she raises her head. 
"What do you mean?" she asks, though she knows exactly of 
which | speak. 


There was a reason my predecessor had alchemy sealed 
and tried to keep it that way. Alchemy Is a great power that 
can, and has been, misused. 


Meli nods. "I've seen some of the students in the lower 
academy practice their arts on some of those from the Mud 
Quarters," she whispers. 


The land itself is thriving, | continue. /f alchemy had not 
been released, Weyard would have crumbled to the point 
that the Apojii Islands would not have existed long enough 
to export those slippers of yours to Valerian shops. 


But with how things have advanced with humans thus far, 
Weyard stands poised to enter a worldwide war that could 
wipe out countless lives within half a century. The 
established institutions do not sufficiently serve the poor. 
Whether it is out of genuine inability or simply because they 
do not believe they have to is uncertain, but regardless the 
poor are starting to take matters into their own hands. 
Weyard had been without alchemy for so long that it has 
been forgotten that nearly anyone can become Adepts if 
they work at it. Without instruction and regulation, the poor 
of Neo Valeriam at least have managed to independently 
discover some of the most dangerous of the alchemical arts. 
| lift myself up again and glance southwest of the dormitory. 
| have reason to believe that a certain young man from the 
Mud Quarters may use a particularly potent Jupiter spell to 
take down Princess Meryl. 


The implications of this register very quickly in Meli's mind. 
"Ramesh..." she murmured. She begins to twirl the ends of 


her long hair around a finger. "I knew he had looked into the 
old Anemosian arts, but | didn't think he had the capability 
to learn such things, never mind use them." She narrows her 
eyes. "If he kills the princess using something like Breath 
Vortex, King Hadrian will almost certainly pin the blame on 
Contigo. The tensions that have been simmering between 
Neo Valeriam and Contigo will positively explode." 


You need to speak with him, | advise her. Convince him to 
cease his plans or, barring that, put them on hold 
indefinitely while he helps you in your charity work. 


Meli frowns. "Ramesh likes me, but not that much," she says. 
"He has a long-standing distrust of the highborn. He likes to 

jest that | am her Highness' secret spy, but | don't believe he 
means it entirely in jest." 


You can use that to your advantage. If you play the role of 
the princess's soy when you speak to him next and tell him 
what you know, he will have to re-think his plans. Barring an 
immediate attempt on your life, you can blackmail him into 
compliance while you figure out what you need to do next. 


"I can't do that!" Meli gasps, horrified. "That would be lying!" 
She claps her hands to her mouth as she realizes she has 
raised her voice. "Besides, if | were to do that - and | won't! - 
| wouldn't be able to bluff my way through it," she adds ina 
quieter voice. 


| smile inwardly. Somewhere in the ever-shifting mass of 
memories, a teenage girl says something similar to me after 
| make an equally outrageous suggestion, though the 
context of the conversation is much less ominous. The girl 
looks nothing like Meli. Stopping Princess Meryl's 
assassination is of utmost importance, | say. Might there be 
someone else you can ask to help you? 


Meli lets out a soft breath. "Minayo the Izuman is in the 
personal employ of the princess as her bodyguard and spy," 
she says slowly. "I Know her only in passing, but I should still 
be able to talk with her. She'd be able to confront Ramesh 
much better than I, and she is better positioned for the role." 


Then so be it. Ensure Ramesh's inaction for the time being, 
and you will be able to go from there. 


Meli suddenly kneels on one knee and bows her head. 
"Forgive my possible impertinence," she begins. "But how do 
| Know that | can trust you? That you are truly the Wise One 
of mortal legend, or at least someone who truly does have 
the ability to help things here?" 


Did you not pray half a season ago for wisdom to descend 
upon you, in order that you may prevent any more tragedies 
from happening, like the killings in Garetius' Square? 


Meli actually falls back onto the floor upon hearing this. 
"You..." she stutters. "Someone...actually heard me...?" 


It is rare that anyone or anything outside of mortal 
existence directly attempts to influence mortal events, | say. 
The last time it happened was right before all the 
lighthouses were lit. In other circumstances, | would let the 
princess die, but when you are outside of Time, you see the 
ripples a little more clearly. It is very possible that the war 
resulting from a clash between Neo Valeriam and Contigo 
and their allies could literally annihilate Weyard in the 
process. Alchemical knowledge, practice, and technology 
has progressed to the point that all of civilization on Weyard 
- aS well as Weyard itself - could be wiped out if the mortal 
mindset does not progress as well. 


Meli stares up at me. She is still trying to decide whether she 
can trust me by looking into my eyes. Normally she is very 


good at reading emotions and intentions in this manner, but 
it appears that the addition of a third eye has thrown her off 
slightly. "Do you know when Ramesh is planning to act?" 


Within the week. Not today, however, for he needs to finish 
up the necessary preparations for infiltrating the 
appropriate part of the castle. 


"Then I will inform Minayo later today and work out a plan 
with her as quick as possible," Meli declares, getting to her 
feet. She pauses as she searches for her next words. "Thank 
you, Wise One." 


| close my eyes. / do not deserve thanks for serving out my 
punishment. 


*Chapter 6*: 5:00am to 6:00am 


5:00am - 6:00am 


Dawn hasn't even cracked the icy skies over Prox when Felix 
is dragged - mentally kicking and screaming - to an open 
snowfield just outside the edge of town by Saturos. The 
partially-frozen snow crunches beneath their steps; a group 
of white hares scatter at their approach. 


"Do we have to start so early?" Felix complains, shivering 
despite the fact that he's bundled into a fur-lined coat and 
boots, as well as double-layered pants and gloves. 


"We can get more done this way," Saturos answers, 
completely comfortable in dragonskin armor that leaves his 
spiked, scaly arms bare to the elements. "Besides, you 
should become familiar with all hours of the day. A warrior 
must be able to fight in the empty hours as well as in the 
living hours, or even more so." 


The Proxian warrior's worldly confidence intimidates and 
infuriates Felix. Not just because his existence seems like an 
aberration to the natural world, but also because he acts as 
though he has lived more than one lifetime already...despite 
the fact that Saturos is only two years older than Felix. 
Compared to him - to everything that's happened and 
everything he's seen and experienced - Felix feels small and 
fragile, and nothing in the past three months of being stuck 
in deathly cold Prox has changed this. If anything, the 
sentiment has only worsened, like gangrene left to rot. 


The only person that Felix hates more than his captors 
(saviors?) is himself. 


"Today, we'll get you started on the basics of Dettiskspur," 
Saturos says. 


Felix puzzles out the compound word based on what he's 
picked up of the local tongue. Living Blade. Something else 
occurs to him immediately after. "If we're doing swordwork, 
why didn't you tell me to bring my sword?" he asks, 
frowning. 


"Ah, so you've learned more of our language, have you? | 
suppose it won't be long before you become as dragonkin as 
I am." His tone is genuinely impressed, but grumpy Felix 
only feels as though he's being condescended to. "The 
‘blade’ part is a bit misleading. It's only there because the 
founder of this art was a master swordsman. But others after 
him have managed to refine his philosophy to encompass 
more than the way of the sword." He begins to pace the 
ground, his silver hair obscuring his profile. "In short, 
Dettiskspur is about becoming the sword, becoming the 
weapon. Once you train in this, you will never be without a 
weapon...because you yourself will be the weapon. Thatis 
why the art is called 'Living Blade’." 


"So | have to learn to fight unarmed first." 


"Correct. | taught you some general things before this 
because | wanted you to be comfortable with a sword when 
we brought you hunting. After all, hand-to-hand combat 
against wild beasts really isn't ideal for you soft-skinned 
types." 


As if | needed a reminder, Felix grumbles to himself, 
remembering one hunting trip he'd gon on where he saw 
Menardi's younger sister Karst, aged fifteen, gracefully tear 
apart a wolf with her bare hands. Never mind that she'd 
brought a scythe with her for that very purpose; she'd 


simply handed it to Menardi before berserking out on the 
unfortunate wolf. The smirk on her when she looked at Felix 
after finishing the job made him wonder whether she'd been 
trying to impress him or to scare him. Truth be told, Felix had 
been utterly afraid that he would be her next victim. 


"There are seven hjas that comprise the core movements of 
Dettiskspur," Saturos continues. "More advanced techniques 
simply combine these hjas in many ways, with variations 
depending on the situation. They are, individually, easy 
enough to learn." 


Felix picks up on the h/as quite fast, much to his surprise, 
and he dutifully performs each one in line with Saturos' 
commands. Just when he's feeling good about himself for 
once, Saturos sees fit to take him though the hjas at a pace 
that completely murders Felix's will to live after only three 
minutes. Felix finishes one more iteration before collapsing 
to his knees, gasping for air. 


"You dead yet, k/eurnog?" 


Felix bristles at the nickname that Karst has cheerfully 
coined for him, one that makes a rather unfavorable 
comment about what the deep brown color of his hair looks 
like. She'd christened him with it about a week after he'd 
first arrived in Prox, and used it whenever there were no 
adults around to chastise her for it. Felix wonders 
despairingly why is it that the girl always shows up just 
when he least wants to see her. "Drae fil kresfittpe," he spits 
without looking up, his head dizzy with exhaustion. Go to 
hell. 


Karst suddenly bursts out laughing. Saturos, too, is smiling, 
though there's a look of mild pity on his face as well. 


Felix sighs, his brief moment of vindication completely 
obliterated. Figures that he can't even swear right. "What 
did I say this time?" he mutters. 


"The word you want is eksfittpe, not kresfittpe," Saturos 
explains patiently, as Karst is too far gone in hysterical 
giggles to do so. "Otherwise, if the victim of your wrath 
decides to do as you say, they'd be attempting to fit 
themselves into a pie pan. | suppose it /s fairly close to 
telling them to hurl themselves off Gaia Falls, but it's lacking 
a certain bite, wouldn't you agree?" 


An embarrassing mistake, to be sure. But all things 
considered, Felix thinks, it's not the worst faux pas he's 
committed in Prox thus far. That dubious honor would have 
to go to when he'd accidentally offended a woman by asking 
her in Proxian whether she was the shopkeeper's whore. 
Funny how the words for "wife" and "whore" only differ by 
one syllable...which is of course one of the syllables that he 
can never seem to get his tongue around. 


"| guess kleurnog here thinks I'm good enough to eat!" Karst 
Says once she's regained control of herself. She bats her 
eyelashes at Felix before coyly flipping one of her pigtails 
over her shoulder. "What a dirty mind you must have. But | 
like naughty boys, you know. Just don't tell Mena | said 
that!" 


Saturos briefly scolds Karst in Proxian for her vulgarity, 
leading into a longer conversation about who-only-knew- 
what. Felix turns his attention on massaging the aches out of 
his sore limbs. 


It suddenly strikes him how similar Karst and Jenna are. The 
girls both share a wild, free spirit that was bound to 
completely trample any guy unfortunate enough to earn 


their attentions. /t must be the red hair. But Jenna is 
nowhere near as crude and spiteful as Karst is. Still...the 
resemblance, as shallow as it is, is enough to trigger half- 
buried remembrances of Vale and its inhabitants in his 
heart, and he swallows the beginnings of a sob. 


No...he won't cry for the life he lost, he decides. Not here 
with Saturos and Karst, to whom the concept of crying is 
probably as foreign as he is, and not later in his room in the 
dead of night. Not anymore. 


Felix is through with weakness. 
He hopes that weakness is through with him. 
"Hey. Felix." 


Felix's head pops up, startled that Karst has actually 
addressed him by name. Even more statling...she's not 
smirking or otherwise looking like she's out to get him. She 
actually looks like a normal 15-year-old girl - normal by 
dragonkin standards, anyway. (She looks kind of...cute - ?) 


So he's instantly suspicious when Karst holds out a leather- 
covered flask of something. "What is this?" he asks. 


"Flamead. It's a drink | thought you might want to try, 
especially since you were griping earlier about how we don't 
have anything sweet around here." Karst winks. "Flamead's 
the only thing sweeter than me!" 


Is that supposed to be reassuring? Felix takes the flask from 
her, but still doesn't make any attempt at trying it. "What's 
in it?" 


"Milk, cinnamon, liquor. Other things. Don't look at me like 
that, kleurnog! |'m not trying to poison you or anything!" 


She throws a mock exasperated glance at Saturos. "And 
anyway, Satyu would kill me if | did." She sighs dramatically. 


"Try some," Saturos encourages. "You'll need the energy for 
the rest of today's training." 


Felix unscrews the metal cap and takes an experimental sip. 
It's warm, sweet, and creamy, with a light consistency. The 
spices blended into the drink balance the tang of the liquor. 
Ravenous, Felix gulps as much of it down as he can, grateful 
for the sustenance. 


A few seconds later, his eyes fill with tears. 
Son ofa -! 


He sharply inhales through gritted teeth as the latent 
Spiciness of the flamead kicks in, burning his tongue and his 
throat. 


Desperate, he scoops up snow from the ground and dumps it 
into his mouth, dimly aware that he's also pulled up a couple 
of blades of dead grass and some dirt clumps with the snow. 
He doesn't care, as long as he can put out this fire that's 
apparently been started in his throat. 


Saturos and Karst are, of course, laughing. 


"Guess | should've warned you about the Mars Psynergy in 
there, huh?" Karst says. 


"Mars...Psynergy...?" Felix croaks, still shoveling snow into 
his mouth. 


"Only a dash. For that extra fwooom, you know?" She 
giggles. 


Who the hell puts Psynergy into food? Felix thinks 
incredulously. And how the hell does that even work? 


"It's all right, boknor," Saturos says, walking over and 
patting Felix's shoulder. "Like Karst said, it's just enough to 
warm the drink, not to kill you. Although maybe even the 
little bit of Psynergy is a bit excessive for your kind." 


A bit excessive, he says! Felix is surprised he's not breathing 
fire at the moment. 


"But don't you feel better?" Karst asks. 


Grudgingly, Felix admits that he is. There's still a hot 
tingling in his mouth and throat that's since spread through 
his chest and gut, but now it's more like the heat of sitting 
by a fireplace rather than being engulfed in a firestorm. In 
fact, he feels...refreshed. When he wipes the tears from his 
eyes, the world seems clearer to his sight - although it's 
probably also a result of the sun slowly rising to illuminate 
the once-dark landscape. The Mars Psynergy of the flamead 
mingles with the soreness in his muscles, softening the pain. 
A gently sweet aftertaste lingers on his tongue, like a 
memory on the edge of his consciousness. 


"Yeah," he says. "I'm all right." 


She smacks him on the back, grinning. "See! Aren't you glad 
| came around?" 


Felix growls and glares at her. 


Karst jumps back in mock fright, a hand over her heart and 
her scarlet eyes wide. "Oh, no! The big bad k/eurnog dragon 
is going to eat me at any moment! Whatever shall | do?" 


"That's enough, Karstine," says Saturos, the edge of his 
mouth twitching with barely-concealed amusement. "Go 
help Mena with breakfast. I've still got more work to do with 
Felix." 


As Karst skips back to town, her violet cloak fluttering 
behind her, Felix sighs and runs a hand over his face. "If this 
training doesn't kill me, she will," he mutters. 


"Karst means well," Saturos says. "She has an...unorthodox 
way of showing affection." 


"A-affection?" Felix stares at Saturos in disbelief. The Proxian 
couldn't possibly be referring to the time she poured snow 
down Felix's back, or the time that she set Felix's hair on 
fire, or the time that she pulled out his chair from under him 
when he was sitting down to eat (there must have been at 
least three separate instances), or the time she extorted half 
of his gold from him, or the millions of times that she 
otherwise antagonized Felix, could he? "If that's ‘affection’, 
I'd hate to see what her 'non-affection' looks like!" 


Saturos laughs. "To be honest, the two are sometimes 
indistinguishable." He smirks. "She usually sleeps past 
midday, though, so I'm surprised that she's up at this unholy 
hour. And with a gift for you, no less." 


Felix catches what Saturos is hinting at - and doesn't 
believe it fora moment. The more likely explanation, based 
on something Menardi had been complaining about a week 
ago, is that Karst was dragged out of bed to do housework, 
only to have her absent-minded mother forget exactly why 
she woke Karst up in the first place, which then led to Karst 
taking the chance to escape and hide before her mother 
remembered. 


Still, shirking housework or not, it was nice of Karst to bring 
the flamead. 


Even if she did deliberately neglect to warn him about the 
side effects. 


"We're taking the hjas from the top," Saturos barks. "Look 
alive, boknor!" 


*Chapter 7*: 6:00am to 7:00am 


6:00am 
In her house at Xian, gentle Feizhi waits dreaming. 
6:05am 


The screen door to her room slides open with such force that 
it almost shatters the wooden frame. 


"Get up, Feizhi!" Master Feh growls, his overgrown mustache 
quivering. "You're a lazy lotus, that you are!" 


Feizhi responds by burrowing under her blanket, hiding from 
the light of day and the wrath of her father. 


Feh walks over and grab a hold of the blanket, intending to 
yank it off...only to be met with equal resistance from the 
other side. "You will never become a great warrior if you do 
not wake when you must!" he says. 


"| will never be a great warrior if | do not get the rest | need," 
Feizhi murmurs sleepily, her eyes closed. A corner of the 
blanket is firmly grasped in her slender porcelain hands: the 
girl is stronger than she looks. 


"Then you should have gone to bed when | told you to!" 
"I was not finished with my training." 
"You should have been!" 


"You are much too loud, old man. The sound of a rusted 
doorhinge creaking is more pleasant to listen to." 


Grumbling, Feh gives another experimental tug on the 
blanket. 


Feizhi holds fast. 
Another tug. 


A stalemate. 


6:08am 


With Feizhi still stubbornly clinging to it, Master Feh drags 
the blanket to the center of the family training hall, right 
next door to the Feh residence. He lets it go and leaves. 


Feizhi curls up. She bunches the blanket under her head as 
a pillow. 


Moments later, Feh returns with a bucket of cold water and 
tosses the contents onto his daughter. 


SPLASH! 


She promptly sits up and helps a word that a proper 
Xiannese lady like herself shouldn't know. 


CLUNK! 


The bucket promptly makes contact with her skull - an 
admonishment from Feh. 


"What is the meaning of this?" Feizhi demands, rubbing at 
her head with one hand and wiping the water from her fact 
with the other. "These are very expensive pajamas! They 
may be ruined now!" 


“Pah! What do warriors need of luxurious clothes? As long as 
they are durable and they fit, warriors will wear them, they 
will!" 


Feizhi frowns. "Yes, but Father, you bought these for my 
birthday! They are my favorite set!" She takes off the top, 
revealing a mint green undershirt, and begins to squeeze 
the water out of the silk. 


"A true warrior should not complain so much about the loss 
of material comforts." Feh kneels before the red wooden 
shrine in the eastern wall of the hall, lightning an incense 
stick to honor the family ancestors - as well as to ward off 
the stink of sweaty students that gather in the hall every 
day for his kung fu classes. He stands up and dusts off his 
hands. "It is well and good to enjoy the world, but - " 


"A true warrior ultimately transcends the world and all its 
trappings," Feizhi finishes wearily. "Yes, Father, | know. You 
have said this more times than | care to count." 


"Perhaps if | made you count the times | said it, it would 
stick in your head better, daughter of mine. Did you know 
that your great-great-grandmother Shiyi, she was so 
forgetful that - " 


"May | get dried before we begin the morning exercises?" 
Feizhi asks, not wishing to hear what is sure to be an hour- 
long digression about the legendary quirks of her numerous 
ancestors. True enough, it may delay her training until the 
first community kung fu class begins and leave her to return 
to sleeping if she so desired (which she does at the 


moment), but she knows from prior experience that her 
father will simply work her three times as hard as night, 
when she is already exhausted from the daily grind. No, best 
to get things over with as quickly as possible. 


Feh smiles proudly at Feizhi. "You appear to be learning, 
little hummingbird," he says. "Be swift. | will tend to the spill 
here while | wait." 


6:13am 


Back in her room, Feizhi is drying off with a towel. She 
stands in a clean set of underthings, while her kung fu 
uniform awaits wearing on her bed. The uniform consists of a 
sleeveless button-up top in storm gray silk and a pair of 
loose-fitting white pants. 


Father is merely worried, she reflects, squeezing the last of 
the water droplets from her long hair. There have been many 
monstrous attacks on people traveling to and from here. He 
wants to make sure I can defend myself, and that is why he 
is pushing me harder than ever on my training. This is what 
he says. She purses her lips. But...the monsters | have 
seen...could kung fu alone truly work against them? 


Feizhi hasn't seen these monsters for herself, not yet. But 
she has listened to the horrific stories that their victims tell 
when they stumble into town, broken and bleeding, and to 
her growing unease she frequently recognizes the 
descriptions of the monsters in the dreams she has only 
days prior to the incidents. Though truth be told, she doesn't 
quite know what to make of her prophetic visions anymore: 
they had been strong and clear at first, not long after she 
had been hit in the head with a gem that fell from the sky, 
but ever since her vision of Hsu in danger, her visions have 
been more like stray thoughts from someone else's 


daydreams - or nightmares. Feizhi sometimes tries 
meditating to bring those thoughts into better focus, but 
they slip out from her mental fingers, laughing and twirling. 


Truly, this ability is a great burden if | cannot control it at 
will! she thinks, tossing her damp towel onto the floor and 
reaching for her uniform top. She swiftly slips it on and 
buttons it up. Master Hama gave me the knowledge of my 
having the ability, but not the knowledge of how to use it. 


Feizhi can't ask Hama for help now, though. According toa 
temple acolyte who responded to a letter of hers, the master 
has left Lama Temple to travel the land, and no one knows 
when she will return. 


Perhaps it is best if | no longer have these visions, she 
muses, putting on her pants now. She pulls the drawstring 
on them as tight as she dares (of course she isn't trying to 
make herself look slimmer than she actually is, whyever 
would anyone think that?) before tying a neat knot to keep 
her pants in place. They do nothing but make everyone - 
including myself - worry. The things they show are things we 
cannot fight against, with or without kung fu. What is the 
point of seeing them, then? 


Feizhi steps into a pair of black slippers as she heads over to 
a mirror to fix her hair. From a shelf, she takes a beautiful 
lacquered hairbrush - a memento of her late mother - and 
carefull sweeps her hair into a ponytail, fixing it into place 
with two white ribbons. She surveys herself in the mirror, 
making sure that she looks presentable, before returning to 
the hall. 


6:20am 


Feizhi doesn't get three steps into the hall before she stops 
in her tracks, surprised and delighted. "Big sister?" she 


exclaims. 


Chunmei turns from speaking with Feh and smiles at Feizhi. 
"Little sister!" 


Feizhi sprints over and throws her arms around Chunmei in a 
tight hug, grinning. 


Chunmei Lao isn't actually related to Feizhi by blood, but 
the two of them have been close since childhood, despite 
the fact that Chunmei constantly accompanies her father - a 
traveling merchant - on business trips around the world. 
Feizhi has always admired Chunmei, who is five years her 
senior with the poise to prove it and has always been full of 
interesting stories about the world outside of Xian. Chunmel 
is also one of Master Feh's most talented students. 


The young woman is tall for a Xiannese, with deep green 
eyes and dark violet hair pulled into a side ponytail. Her 
kung fu uniform is styled similarly to Feizhi's, but the top is 
dark yellow instead of gray. Her fingernails and toenails are 
tinted black with ink, in the style of some of the more 
fashionable women of Xian. She radiates confidence, 
bravado, and fearlessness - distinctly unfeminine traits for 
the Xiannese. 


"Master Feh has just been telling me about current 
happenings here," Chunmei says when Feizhi pulls away. "Is 
it true that you have begun seeing visions of the future?" 


Feizhi nods. "But, they are no longer so clear," she says with 
a touch of regret. "They no longer make sense to me until 
after everything has already happened. What good are 
visions like those?" 


"What good, indeed." Chunmei pats Feizhi on the shoulder. 
"Do not worry, little sister. | will help you with that." 


"What? Really?" Feizhi can't believe her luck. 


Feh looks less than pleased. "I am not so sure if that is such 
a good idea," he says. "Those visions are good for nothing, 
they are." 


"Oh?" Chunmei's tone is frosty. "How so, when they 
predicted the danger that Hsu was in? When they predicted 
the flooding of Altin, the growth of Mogall Forest? No amount 
of logic could have foreseen those things!" 


"And how long was that in the past?" Feh says. "They have 
predicted nothing useful now, and even Feizhi herself 
admits it, she does! This 'gift from the gods' as some have 
called it has been used up. It would be foolishness to pursue 
this any further, it would." 


"And yet yourself teach that a kung fu warrior must always 
be prepared," Chunmei counters, putting her hands on her 
hips. "Surely knowing the future would count as 'being 
prepared'?" 


"It is a distraction!" Feh paces the wooden floor now. The 
training hall rings with his irritated voice. "It is not so good 
to be walking around all the time in one's mind, it is not! 
What good is worrying about the future when one forgets 
about the present?" 


"Big sister," Feizhi interrupts, not wishing to hear the 
reiteration of a rant she has heard many times from Feh ever 
since she first gained her ability, "why have you come back 
to Xian? You last letter said it would be at least another 
month from Dao-Se-Shu before you returned, no?" 


"Ah, yes. We did not stay in Tolbi as long as we thought we 
would. There appears to have been some sort of incident 
that has halted the construction of Lord Babi's lighthouse, 


which means that our plans to sell him blocks of Contigan 
granite have been forestalled for the moment." 


"That sounds...unfortunate," Feizhi says, though she has no 
idea what Chunmei is talking about. 


“Enough talk," Feh grumbles. "Much time has been wasted 
already, it has. Let us begin!" 


Feizhi and Chunmei stand side-by-side in perfect stances, 
ready to dance through the many forms of kung fu at Master 
Feh's command. 


6:40am 


It's in the middle of the tiger-in-tall-grass form - twenty- 
fourth in a series of forty-six - that Feizhi suddenly collapses 
into unconsciousness. 


She wakes up again almost immediately...and realizes that 
she does not recognize the place around her at all. 


Disoriented, Feizhi gets to her feet. She stands on a ledge of 
what appears to be a tower of lilac-colored brick. She is so 
high up that the lower levels of the tower disappear into 
mist. In the sky, an unnatural storm rages among the dark 
Clouds, and Feizhi's skin prickles with the storm's power and 
her own fear. She shakily steps away from the edge, and 
forces herself not to think about what it would be like to fall 
from this height. 


"Hello?" she calls, and her voice echoes, splitting the heavy 
silence like an axe through wood. It startles her to realize 
that it is the only thing she can hear in this place. There is 
no rumble of thunder or whisper of wind that accompanies 
the storm. 


There is no rhythm of footsteps that accompanies the group 
of people she sees approaching her. 


"Warrior!" Feizhi gasps. 


Indeed, it's the warrior Isaac with his three friends. Feizhi 
would recognize them anywhere. What are they doing here? 


"Isaac, it is me!" she says, running over to meet him. 


But Isaac completely ignores her - despite the fact that he Is 
staring directly at her. He walks straight through her, and 
Feizhi understands now that she has fallen into a vision, one 
that is even clearer than the one she had of Hsu. She stands 
completely still, her ghostly clothes ruffling as Ivan, Garet, 
and Mia too pass through her body. Feizhi shivers, 

wondering what this is a vision of. What is she supposed to 
learn? Is this something she can use to change an unwanted 
future? Or is she being mocked again for her helplessness? 


Feizhi turns around. She watches them cross a bridge in the 
near distance to another part of this unfamiliar, frightening 
place. 


...she frowns. 


"Warriors!" Feizhi calls frantically, despite knowing that it 
will do no good. "Do not step there! It does not look - " 


The bridge suddenly falls out from beneath the four 
warriors. Isaac and Ivan are close enough to the other side 
to scramble to safety, but Garet and Mia are not so lucky. 
Mia crashes into a small platform directly below the bridge; 
Garet almost falls past it, but shoots out an arm to grab its 
edge, and he dangles and sways like a paper lantern in a 
strong wind. 


Horrified, Feizhi runs over, but of course there's nothing she 
can do to help, and she stands as helplessly as Isaac and 
Ivan do, watching the delicate Mia trying to pull Garet back 
to safety. She can see them talking and shouting, but she 
can hear nothing except her own thumping heartbeats. 


Two more people approach Isaac and Ivan. One Is a scythe- 
wielding young girl in a midriff top, a miniskirt, and boots 
whose tops reach to her thighs; the other is a tall, well-built 
man in layered armor. Both look absolutely monstrous to 
Feizhi, with their scaled skin, pointed ears, and the savage 
markings on their face. Certainly the aura they give Off is 
anything but friendly. She does not know where they come 
from, but they look similar to another equally-frightening 
pair that passed through Xian a few months ago. 


Isaac and Ivan have noticed them now. The four begin 
exchanging words like blows in a fight, though what they are 
saying is nothing that Feizhi can make out. 


Then - quick as a cobra strike - the scaled girl rushes 
forward and swings her scythe at Isaac, catching him off- 
guard and cutting into his arm. 


"Isaac!" Feizhi cries, her hands flying to her mouth in horror. 


Isaac retaliates with a burst of golden energy, which misses 
the girl but distracts her enough to allow him to step out of 
her reach. Undeterred, she whips around and lashes out 
with a wave of flames that sears into Isaac's back. 


Meanwhile, Ivan jabs at the man with a staff that sparkles 
with violet lightning. The man dodges, takes one step, grabs 
Ivan by the cuff of his shirt, and actually hurls Ivan into a 
wall with just one arm. 


Feizhi shakes her head slowly, barely comprehending the 
scene that unfolds before her. It is painfully clear that Isaac 
and Ivan are outmatched. This cannot be! she wails silently. 


"Feizhi." Chunmei's voice rings through the sky like a shrine 
bell. "Little sister, it is me. Please wake up." 


"Not yet!" Feizhi screams, unable to tear her gaze away 
from the fight. "I must help Isaac!" 


"Little sister, wake up." 

"No!" 

Lightning flashes so bright that it blinds Feizhi to the world. 
6:47am 


Feizhi wakes up in Chunmei's arms with a jerk. She is 
shivering and clammy all over. "l-Isaac..." she whimpers. 


Chunmei holds her closer. "Everything is okay now," she 
soothes, patting Feizhi's back. "It was only a vision." 


"He is in danger," Feizhi whispers. "Or he will be." 
"Who?" Chunmei asks. 
Feizhi only cries quietly into Chunmei's shoulder. 


Chunmei helps Feizhi to her feet, slipping an arm around her 
waist to steady the distraught girl. "You will have to excuse 
us, Master Feh," she says with a touch of imperiousness. "It 
appears that Feizhi will need time to recover from this." 


"If you must, you must," Feh says, frowning. "Certainly her 
current state is not one that is conducive for kung fu, it is 


not. The morning class will be starting soon. If you wish, you 
may join it." 


6:50am 


In Feizhi's room, Chunmei waits patiently as Feizhi explains 
to her, in short spurts of stuttered words and half-sobs, what 
she had seen in her vision and why it bothers her. 


“And you do not know when this vision happens?" Chunmei 
asks. 


Feizhi shakes her head and rubs the tears from her eyes. 
"When I had the vision of Altin being flooded...and of Mogall 
Forest...it was a few weeks before those events came true for 
me. But when | saw Hsu in danger, it was the day that it 
happened. So I do not know." She sniffles. "I am very 
worried, big sister. Isaac and his friends are very strong, but 
they are many dangers in traveling, and strength will not be 
enough." 


"Strength is not enough sometimes," Chunmei agrees. 
"What they really need is luck." 


"L-luck?" 


Chunmei nods. "Strength and luck are what warriors need to 
survive." She smiles. "We will make a good luck charm to 
bring to your beloved warrior, to protect him." 


Feizhi is bewildered. "I do not know how to do that," she 
says, "and | do not know where he - " 


"We will make the charm out of one of your belongings, 
preferably something that can be worn," Chunmei continues, 
her gaze hopping all around Feizhi's room. "It will have more 
power that way. What do you want to use?" 


Feizhi gets up and walks over to a cabinet. She reaches 
inside for a jewelry box and rifles through it. "Here," she 
says, pulling out a golden ring. "I do not wear this very 
often." 


"Good." Chunmei holds out a hand, and Feizhi places the 
ring in her hand. "Ah...do you have your calligraphy set? | 
will need to draw something." 


Still unsure of what Chunmei means to do, Feizhi takes a box 
covered in red decorative print from the same cabinet that 
held her jewelry box and hands it to Chunmei. 


Chunmei opens the box to reveal sheets of paper, an inkpot, 
and different types of brushes. She pulls out a piece of paper 
and sets it on the floor before placing the ring on top of it. 
With a thin brush and the pot of ink, she paints a circle of 
strange symbols around the ring, moving in deliberate but 
elegant strokes. 


"What is that, big sister?" Feizhi asks. 


"It is something | learned when I was visiting Imil," Chunmei 
explains. "The Mercury Clan is well-known for their healing 
and protection magick. One of their members showed me 
how to do this." She smiles wistfully. "He is far more talented 
than everyone thinks, that one is," she adds in a quiet, 
almost awed voice. 


Feizhi's eyebrows arch upwards a little. "Does big sister have 
a warrior that she cares for, too?" she asks, Suppressing a 


giggle. 


Chunmei winks at Feizhi. "Perhaps." She finishes the rest of 
the symbols and carefully sets the brush aside. "Now put 
your hand on the ring, and think about keeping your Isaac 
safe, and | will do the rest." 


Feizhi obeys. She gently touches the ring with the tips of her 
fingers, mindful not to let the sleeves of her kung-fu uniform 
smudge the still-wet ink on the paper. She thinks of the 
unsettling vision she has just seen, and wishes with all of 
her power - what little of it she may have - that it does not 
come true. 


Chunmei waves her palms over the ring and begins 
speaking a language that Feizhi doesn't understand. She 
performs a few simple hand motions before looking at Feizhi. 
"There. Your good luck charm is finished." 


Feizhi picks up the ring and holds it in her hand. /t does not 
feel any different, she thinks, clasping it. But she trusts in 
Chunmei, and she bows deeply in gratitude. "Thank you, big 
sister." 


"It is the least | can do." Chunmei hugs Feizhi again. "Do you 
feel better now?" 


Feizhi nods happily, smiling. She is relieved, and excited 
too; she can't wait to bring this to Isaac! She wonders what 
he will think of it, and hopes he will find it useful and 
reassuring. True enough, she still doesn't know where he is. 
It has been a while since he and his friends left Xian, after 
all. 


But to see the look on his face after receiving this gift from 
her, along with the knowledge that she could prevent 
tragedy from befalling him, would make any kind of journey 
worthwhile. 


"Let us return to the training hall," Chunmei says. "Your 
father is waiting." 


7:00am 


The training hall hums with a bit more life now, as a few 
more of Master Feh's students do warm-ups on the floor or 
talk amongst themselves. When Feh notices Feizhi and 
Chunmei, he nods at them and then claps his hands loudly 
to mark the beginning of classes. 


Feizhi and Chunmei stand side-by-side in perfect stances, 
ready to dance their way through life together. 


O-O-O 


Lao Chunmei is actually a character I created for a 
different story than WrotD. You can see a somewhat 
old sketch of her here: http(:)//tempest-of-the- 
dawn(.)deviantart(.)com/art/Chunmei-Lao-GS- 
80301140. (Though obviously the outfit she's 
wearing in that isn't the outfit she's wearing in this 
chapter.) 


